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ABSTRACT
ADOLESCENT BULLYING: AN ANALYSIS OF PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS,
BULLYING PARTICIPANT BEHAVIORS,
AND SOCIAL ANXIETY
Erin Deliberto, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
Northern Illinois University, 2016
Christine Malecki, Director

Anywhere from 25-40% of students are involved in bully participation behaviors at
school, including bullying, victimization, outsider, and defending. A majority of these
behaviors can result in adverse effects (i.e., social anxiety). Gender and age differences
among bully participant behaviors have been found in extant research. Further, research has
suggested relationships between each of the bully participant behaviors and the Big Five
personality characteristics. Therefore, the primary objective of the current evaluation was to
investigate the association among adolescent boys’ and girls’ personality traits, their level of
involvement in bully participant behaviors, and level of social anxiety. Adolescent
participants (N=644) completed measures of personality traits, bully participant behaviors,
and social anxiety. Results suggested gender differences on social anxiety, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and bullying behaviors. Grade differences were found on bullying behavior.
Several associations were found among each of the four bully participant behaviors with at
least one of the four personality characteristics; neuroticism was consistently associated with
all four behaviors. Level of social anxiety mediated the relationship between level of
neuroticism and defending behaviors.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Overview of Bullying
Bullying in schools has been around for many decades and has been featured in classic
literature for at least 150 years (i.e., Tom Sawyer, Oliver Twist, Pinocchio; Hymel & Swearer,
2015). However, public awareness of the harm that bullying may cause does not have such
historical roots (Nishina & Juvonen, 2005). Beginning with the pioneering work of Olweus in the
1970’s, empirical research has investigated the detrimental results that childhood victimization
and aggression can induce. Accordingly, the focus towards bullying behaviors has surged. Some
of the recent highly publicized extreme violent acts, such as school shootings, have publicly
highlighted the damage that can result from chronic bullying (Juvonen & Graham, 2014). Today,
bullying behaviors remain an empirical focus worldwide, constantly contributing to the
knowledge base regarding causes, effects, damage, and other correlates of childhood bullying
behaviors.

In its most basic form, bullying is commonly considered a negative interaction between
two or more beings involving intentionality, imbalance of power, and repetition (Hymel &
Swearer, 2015). Using physical or psychological force, a more powerful peer manipulates the
weaker peer. For example, bullying can take such forms as teasing, name-calling, hitting, or
intentional peer group exclusion (Smith & Sharp, 1994). Despite the widespread use of the
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frequency of bullying occurrences as a gauge to measure its existence and severity, (Malecki,
Demarary, Coyle, Geosling, Rueger, & Becker, 2015), Juvonen and Graham argue that repetition
may not be a critical element for behavior to be deemed bullying as just a single aggressive
instance may be salient enough to cause severe damage to the recipient (Juvonen & Graham,
2014). In reality, it may be that the power differential between bully and victim is the factor that
bears the most weight (Malecki et al., 2015).
Beyond the definition, research has identified the different players that can be involved in
bullying besides the main aggressor and the central recipient. Bullying is a dyadic interaction,
but it is important to understand the context in which it occurs (Craig, Pepler, & Atlas, 2000).
Bullying is also social in nature; it does not commonly occur behind closed doors but frequently
on school grounds (playground or classroom) with other children present (Craig, Pepler, & Atlas,
2000). Accordingly, Salmivalli (1999) has pioneered research to support the contention that
additional bullying roles exist beyond the bully-victim dyad. Her research has suggested that
besides the bully and the victim behavior roles lie other participant behavior roles. Those who
elect to defend the victim, called defenders or defending behaviors, and others who notice
bullying behaviors but choose not to get involved are deemed outsiders or bystanders
(Salmivalli, 1999).
Engagement in these four bully participant behaviors (bullying, victimization, defending,
and outsider behaviors) has been predicted from levels of social skills which may make a child
more or less likely to engage in a particular behavior (Gottlieb, 1983). Other research has
investigated factors regarding why children avoid getting involved in bullying altogether or help
those in need and has found that higher levels of empathy are related to those uninvolved and
defending behaviors (Nickerson, Mele, & Princiotta, 2008). The research regarding the

3

relationship between empathy and social skills and bully participant behaviors is established,
widely accepted, and consistent with what one may predict. Therefore, research has currently
moved beyond the factors of empathy and social skills in the investigation of what makes one
more likely to participate in the various bully behavior roles. A more recent avenue that has been
rapidly growing is the investigation of personality factors, such as the Big Five factor model.
Personality Variables
The investigation of personality factors has been a somewhat novel approach regarding
associations with the aforementioned adolescent bully participation behaviors. There are several
reasons that support the incorporation of personality variables into the bullying literature. First,
personality traits have been shown to remain somewhat stable across one’s lifetime (McCrae &
Costa, 1990). Second, they have been shown to affect the ways that one interprets and responds
to an event (Caspi & Bem, 1990) and bullying events can be very salient to a child (Juvonen &
Graham, 2014). Further, personality and bullying behavior provide each other with feedback, so
that after a person chooses and carries out a particular action, they may react to it differently
based on values of certain personality traits (Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens, 2014).
The Big Five factor model has been utilized in bullying participant behavior research
because it has received a considerable amount of support in regards to validity and replicability
(Barbaranelli, Caprara, Rabasca, & Pastorelli, 2003; McCrae & Costa, 1990) and has been
commonly used to study adult personality. The five factors are broad, considered along a
spectrum, and summarize a collection of more distinct characteristics so that a general picture of
one’s behavior emerges. The five factors include extraversion, neuroticism, openness to
experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (John & Srivastava, 1999). An increasing
number of studies have shown that these five dimensions are critical predictors of developmental
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outcomes (Kokkinos et al., 2013) and researchers saw a need to adapt this model for use with
children despite its widespread use with adults (Barbaranelli et al., 2003). The current study adds
to the extant research information regarding the association of the Big Five personality traits
between levels of adolescent bully participant behaviors in both girls and boys.
Social Anxiety
One adverse effect of the negative bullying participant behaviors has been social anxiety.
Social anxiety is characterized by an intense fear of social interactions due to the individual
worrying of scrutiny or judgment from others (American Psychological Association, 2013).
Additionally, for a diagnosis of social anxiety to exist, the intense fear needs to stem from
worrying about a child or peer, not just adults (American Psychological Association, 2013). This
is critical as it demonstrates that children who experience social anxiety are fearful that their
peers will scrutinize them, not just authority figures, which may suggest a fear of being bullied.
Anxiety disorders have been considered the second most common problem that is
associated with chronic bullying, social anxiety in particular (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Craig
(1998) reported that children identified as victims tended to have an anxious demeanor which
made them vulnerable as future targets. As bullying persists over time, victimized children may
experience increased feelings of social anxiety as they anticipate the next bullying incident
(Craig, 1998). Social anxiety has been shown to influence the quality of a friendship (Vernberg
et al., 1992), but also high quality relationships decrease the chances of developing social anxiety
symptoms. However, negative friendships and frequent victimization have been positively
associated with social anxiety (LaGreca & Harrison, 2005), so it is difficult to stop the cycle
once it begins. Research suggests that social anxiety begins to climb significantly in the early
adolescent years and peaks around freshman year of high school (Mancini, van Amerigen,
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Bennett, Patterson, & Watson, 2005). Thus, the time period right before children enter high
school may be especially critical to examine in regards to their bully participant behaviors as
well as any emergence of social anxiety symptoms so that interventions can be conducted earlier.
Jackson and Cohen (2012) reported that children experiencing victimization frequently
receive it from multiple methods (i.e., cyber, face-to-face, relational). On the other hand, social
anxiety disorder can be associated with impairment across academic, social, and family
functioning (Costello, Egger, & Angold, 2005) as well as peer relational problems (Holt,
Finkelhor, & Kantor, 2007). Therefore, social anxiety can be overwhelming or even debilitating
to young adolescents who feel socially anxious from being bullied as they may struggle to escape
their nerves and worries considering their cross-contextual and cross-methodological struggles.
Further, as these youth observe themselves behaving nervously, they may receive additional
victimization as they appear easy targets for bullying. This nervous behavior may fuel or solidify
any experience of social anxiety. Therefore, it is clear that social anxiety is a problem for those
experiencing victimization. It is less clear how social anxiety is related to the other bully
participant behavior roles (outsider, bullying, and defending). However, it is important to
consider a theoretical foundation regarding the emergence of bully participation behaviors, given
that their patterns can be somewhat stable over time.
Theoretical Framework
There has been an extensive empirical exploration into and generation of theories that
explain ways that people interpret social events and develop patterns of behavior, bullying
behavior in particular. Due to the variety and severity of detrimental effects that may result from
involvement in bullying, which are explored in more detail later in this document, it is important
to understand reasons why such violent acts originate, are maintained, and the decision-making
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process that elicits these behaviors (Salzer-Burks, Laird, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1999).
Evidently, such theories have been utilized as a lens through which to better understand
children’s social processing, emotionality, and utilization of social skills in the context of
childhood and adolescent peer aggression (Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). Two of these widely
accepted theories that will be briefly explored next in their application to bullying are social
information processing theory and social learning theory.
Social information processing theory suggests that there are internal factors, such as
personality characteristics, that drive the initiation and maintenance of bully participation
behaviors (Crick & Dodge, 1994). On the other hand, social learning theory focuses on external
factors, such as the receipt of a reward or punishment, which influence bully participation
behaviors. These two theories essentially adopt opposing views regarding the acquisition of
certain behavior patterns, although they may be maintained by similar factors once the behavior
becomes a pattern. For example, bullying behaviors may result in social attention from peers,
which may serve as a reward and is thus supported by social learning theory, whereas the
processing of the attention gained and the reasons why it is important may be explained by
Social Information Processing theory. While both of these theories can be correct, they do not
agree on the acquisition of the behavior. These theories are considered within the current study.
Therefore, for the current study, both social learning and social information processing
theory have been adopted to support the different reasons that adolescent boys and girls in
Grades 6, 7, and 8 are internally motivated to participate in defending, victimizing, bullying, and
outsider bullying participant behaviors. Further, evidence suggests that some internal traits may
not only increase the likelihood but also maintain the patterns of behavior in the bully participant

7

roles (Caspi & Bem, 1990; Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens, 2014), so it is important to consider why
they originate at the start. As such, both social learning models will be considered.
Purpose of the Study
The plethora of bullying research converges to report that it is a major public health
problem that needs to be addressed (Isolan et al., 2013; Nansel et al., 2001). However,
disagreements exist regarding the involvement of girls’ and boys’ levels of victimization and
peer aggression. These disagreements may stem from researchers’ examination of only one
subtype of bullying (i.e., relational, physical) rather than bullying behaviors holistically. Findings
are mixed regarding results from the various bullying formats and the accompanying
participation behaviors, but it is clear that children who experience high levels of victimization
will likely suffer from exaggerated social anxiety. What is less clear is to what extent boys and
girls engage in the various bully participation behaviors, how these behaviors vary across the
middle school grades, and how social anxiety relates to their different experiences based on their
engagement in the bullying behaviors.
The current study has investigated underlying reasons that bullying participant behaviors
continue to occur in adolescent children while considering bullying behavior through the social
information processing theory and social learning theory. It is widely understood that children
may bully others for various motives and some of these reasons may originate from inside the
child rather than from their observations. Examples include underlying causes such as one’s
personality characteristics or watching respected peers. Thus, the current study has attempted to
provide further understanding of the association between personality traits and the amount of
bullying, victimization, defending and outsider behaviors during adolescence in boys and girls in
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6th, 7th, and 8th grades. Last, the current study examined how these constructs and behavior
patterns may lead to the development of social anxiety symptoms for both girls and boys in 6th8th grades. In order to do so, the research questions listed below will be addressed.
Research Questions
1. How do levels of social anxiety differ for boys and girls across grade level?
2. How do levels of bullying behavior, levels of victimization, levels of defending
behavior, and outsider behavior differ for boys and girls across grade level?
3. How do levels of self-reported personality traits, including extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and neuroticism, differ for boys and girls across grade level?
4. How are personality traits (neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness) associated with bully participant behaviors (victimization, defending,
bullying, and outsider) for boys and girls?
5. Does social anxiety mediate the association between neuroticism and levels of
victimization for boys and girls?

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Prevalence and Scope of Bullying
It is widely accepted that bullying is a major public health problem that needs to be
addressed (Isolan, et al., 2013; Nansel et al., 2001). Specifically, scholars, policymakers, and
educators view bullying as a dominant problem in schools for children’s well-being (Bifulco et
al., 2014; Guzzo et al., 2013; Turner at el., 2014). In a nationally representative study of the
United States, Nansel et al. (2001) reported that approximately 29.9% of adolescents are
regularly involved in bullying either as the victim, bully, or both. Other studies report prevalence
rates of 22.9% (Isolan et al., 2013), 21% (Atik & Guneri, 2013), and even 81% with at least
some involvement across the child’s lifespan, whether minor or severe (Bosworth, Espelage, &
Simon, 1999). More specifically, Rivers et al. (2009) reported that rates for various bullying
behaviors during a given school semester in 12- to 16-year-olds were that 20% exhibited some
form of perpetration, 34% experienced some form of victimization, 63% witnessed some type of
victimization, and 27.6% of students were largely uninvolved in bullying episodes. Thus, it is
clear that bullying is happening in schools worldwide and a majority of children are somehow
involved. As it turns out, these high rates of involvement may exist because bullying incidents
are no longer considered dichotomous. However, before bullying behaviors are discussed
further, a brief theoretical review is warranted in order to understand the reasons that one who
engage in the different bullying participant behaviors.
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Theoretical Review
Social information processing theory. Simply put, social information processing theory
connotes that behavioral responses to stimuli occur as a function of a sequence of cognitive
processes (Dodge & Crick, 1990). This theory describes how one not only processes and
interprets an event but focuses on the decision selection that is more or less competent in a social
setting (Crick & Dodge, 1994). When applied to childhood aggression, the social information
processing model purports that a deficiency in social competence exists in those who bully,
maladaptive behaviors are preceded by poor social abilities, and children who engage in bullying
behaviors have poor decision-making skills (Arsenio & Lemerise, 2001), even suggesting that
those with high rates of bullying can be socially blind (Randall, 1997). Some examples of mental
processes that occur may be biases toward hostile cues, self-defensive goal setting, and favorable
evaluations of the results of aggressive behavior (Crick & Dodge, 1994). Crick and Dodge
(1994) suggest that deviant social behavior leads to peer aggression as a result of social skills
deficits and dysfunctional cognitive processing. The process begins when an individual notices a
cue, interprets the cue as hostile, scans her or his memory for an aggressive response, believes
that he or she is capable of performing this aggressive response, then responds with aggression
(Baron & Richardson, 1994).
In support of this theory that bullies do have social processing skill deficits, Elliott and
Gresham (2007) reported that the top ten social skills seen in well-adjusted, prosocial children
included following rules, taking turns, staying calm with others, being responsible for your
actions, and doing nice things for others. These are skills that are not commonly exhibited when
a child bullies a peer. Therefore, it is plausible that the absence of these skills could lay a
foundation for bullying behavior as these skills promote prosocial behavior. On the other hand,
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perhaps those with high rates of bullying may lack particular skills yet process social information
incorrectly. The question remains whether both requirements, a deficit in social skills and
maladaptive decision making, are required for children to bully according to the social
information processing model. It is clear that at least one of these elements is required for one to
decide to bully.
Perren and Alsakar (2006) investigated the various social behaviors of those involved in
bullying. They reported that those with high rates of bullying and/or victimization display
differential patterns of social behavior. Perren and Alsakar added that bullies were seen as less
prosocial, more aggressive, yet they had more leadership skills and larger social circles.
Additionally, aggressiveness has been related to high levels of sociability (Pepler, Craig, &
Roberts, 1998) and often popularity (Whitney & Smith, 1993). On the contrary, those who
exhibit high rates of bullying are often rejected by peers (Boulton & Smith, 1994) yet do not
have trouble defending themselves and are often socially active (Schwartz, 2000).
High rates of victimization have been negatively correlated with social skills such as
friendliness, sharing (Egan & Perry, 1998), defending oneself (Boulton & Smith, 1994), and
positively correlated with behavioral atypicality (DeRosier & Mercer, 2009). Despite
heterogeneity across many variables in chronically victimized children, one thing that remains
consistent is a lack of popularity and social skills deficits. When children do not have a strong
friendship base, it may lead to a low level of peer social support from peers, which generally
serves to buffer the adverse effects of chronic bullying (Juvonen & Graham, 2001). The
experience of low levels of peer social support combined with high levels of victimization may
be severely harmful for a child.
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Along the same lines, Sutton, Smith, and Swettenham (1999) measured social cognition
in 7- to 10-year-old children per peer report. They reported that for all of the bullying participant
roles (bully, assistant, defender, outsider, and victim), the children who were bullies scored the
highest on the measure of social cognition, whereas the victims scored the lowest. Thus, findings
from Sutton et al. (1999) and Perren and Alsakar (2006) do not support the social deficit
requirement of bullies as seen in Crick and Dodge’s model of social information processing.
Rather, understanding the mental states of another is clearly adaptive, yet it allows the
perpetrator to be vengeful and calculated. In contrast, these results suggest that those who are
chronically victimized may be more vulnerable to manipulation due to their lower social
abilities.
Regardless of whether a deficit or abundance of social skills is displayed in those who
bully, the approaches of Sutton et al. (1999) and Crick and Dodge (1994) are both rooted in the
Social Information Processing model. The differences emerge in their interpretations of the
cognitive processing that occurs in the moment of a bullying episode. Crick and Dodge suggest
that chronic thoughts lead to behavior patterns, and argue that a child’s theory of mind is not
active in the moment of an incident in the way that it would be in an adult’s mind and therefore
cannot be considered a part of the cognitive processing. Additionally, a child’s ability to take
perspective has been linked with prosocial behavior (Eisenberg et. al, 1998) and is consistent
with research regarding conscientiousness (John & Srivastava, 1999). Therefore, Crick and
Dodge argue that the aggressive child has a different theory of mind which is not activated
during a bullying event, whereas Sutton et al. suggest that cognitive processing occurs in the
moment, thus providing the aggressor an advantage to manipulate others as they may be able to
consider, predict, and react accordingly. However, these studies do both support the argument
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that children with high rates of bullying may have higher social cognition while those with high
rates of being victimized may have a deficit.
This argument is further supported when considering relational aggression, such as social
exclusion, which can necessitate manipulation of the recipients’ emotions and thoughts by the
spreading of gossip, rumors, and lies (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). Again, certain children who
exhibit high rates of peer relational aggression may have higher levels of some social cognitive
skills, yet struggle to make prosocial decisions. Altogether, these findings suggest that bullying
involvement can impact children’s social adjustment in many ways and these particular findings
do not support the social deficit piece of social information processing theory.
In spite of prior research that suggests that high rates of bullying behavior are generally
associated with high sociability and many friendships, the research regarding social skills is less
clear. Perren and Alsakar (2006) found that high rates of bullying behavior tend to be associated
with less prosocial and cooperative behaviors than all other children, but these children were still
highly interactive with their peers. A common misconception is that all adolescent children who
bully are physically powerful yet intellectually simple (Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 1999).
While this may be true in some cases, the reviewed literature suggests that some who are
aggressive towards peers have adequate social skills, although they may not use these skills
positively. The inequality of power seen in bullying implies dominance, which can originate
from a physical power differential, but bullying often requires social skills and manipulation
(Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 1999).
DeRosier (2004) found that children who are chronically victimized were lacking social
skills when compared to uninvolved peers but reported that a social skills intervention conducted
with children identified as highly victimized was effective at raising their positive relationships
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with peers and lowered levels of peer aggression. In fact, Fox and Boulton (2005) reported that
when compared with children who chronically bully others, those identified as victims had the
lowest levels of social skills when rated by themselves, peers, and teachers. Therefore, one
obvious criticism of social information theory is that it cannot account for all types of bullies or
aggressive peers because bullying is social in nature (Salmivalli, 1999).
In sum, there is a good amount of support suggesting that a modicum of social skills is
necessary to successfully bully one’s peers. Moreover, the social information processing model
assumes that all children who bully have similar types and levels of social abilities, yet
researchers are continually finding that some who bully excel in areas where others do not
(Gasser & Keller, 2009). These differences suggest that a multitude of factors (i.e., personality
traits, location of event, prosocial behavior) may influence the type, extent, and repetition of the
violence exhibited towards peers.
As such, the social information processing model leaves unclear certain aspects of why
children choose to bully, what areas to target for intervention, and may not perfectly capture all
childhood violence. This model has been criticized for relying too heavily on theoretical
premises rather than empirical data (Peeters, Cillessen, & Scholte, 2010). Therefore, it is clear
that further research is needed regarding the processing of social information by those who
engage in bully participant behaviors. Based on the current literature review, it cannot be
determined at this time that all children who exhibit high levels of bullying behavior have similar
levels of social cognition.
Social learning theory. Social learning theory has also been used to explain ways that
behavior is learned and has been substantiated for half a century. Social learning theory focuses
heavily on behavioral experiences and also includes a cognitive process by which the initial
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learning occurs (Bandura, 1977). At its core, Social Learning Theory suggests that learning
occurs either by observation or direct instruction (Bandura, 1977). According to Bandura, the
individual must attend to an event, retain a memory of the observation, convert the memory to
into similar actions, and motivated by an incentive to exhibit the behavior (Grusec, 1992). Thus,
the external environment, to a large extent, contributes to the acquisition and maintenance of
aggression. It is the receipt, or observation of another’s receipt, of the goal or reward that
provides the learning (Espelage, Bosworth, & Simon, 2000).
According to social learning theory, several mechanisms can contribute to the
development of prosocial behavior, peer difficulties, and antisocial behavior. O’Connell, Pepler,
and Craig (1999) reported that learning is more likely to occur when the model figure is more
powerful, is rewarded rather than punished, and shares similar characteristics with the observer
(i.e., same age, gender). This is especially important to consider in the case of bullying as the
bully is perceived by peers as more powerful and is not always punished for his or her aggressive
behavior (Pepler & Craig, 1997). As a result, social learning theory has been used to explain the
adoption of both positive behaviors (i.e., studying behaviors, practicing musical instruments) and
negative behaviors (i.e., joining a gang, bullying).
Bandura (1971) suggests that, in line with social learning theory, it is natural in social
groups for some people to tend to receive greater attention than others. Because those who
exhibit bullying behavior have been found to be more social, externalizing, popular, and less
anxious (Pepler, Craig, & Roberts, 1998; Whitney & Smith, 1993), it is probable that children
displaying these qualities receive more peer attention, despite the negative results that may result
from bullying others (i.e., detentions, reprimands from teachers). An increase in peer attention
that may result from bullying will reinforce learned behaviors and encourage future bullying.
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In fact, one’s peer group is most likely the primary source of socialization during
childhood and these close bonds allow for identity growth separate from the family unit (Warr,
2002). Children can learn from imitation and differential reinforcement that violent behavior is
rewarded and can provide relief from unpleasant situations (Vogel & Keith, 2015). Therefore,
violence can even be seen as justifiable when they see others engaging in negative behaviors,
particularly when they gain rewards (Anderson, 2000). Therefore, when peers are aggressed
upon, social learning may indirectly train them to act violently through differential reinforcement
(Vogel & Keith, 2015).
Pepler and Craig (1997) report that peers reinforce the bully’s behavior in approximately
80% of instances, and some peers were more respectful and friendly towards bullies than victims
after an episode. While these behaviors clearly reinforce the bully’s poor behavior, it is unclear
whether it is out of respect, fear, or something else. This cycle thus provides continual positive
feedback to bully, may allow bullies to become more skilled, and even take more risks. Taken
together, it is clear why some bullies may be socially well adjusted, despite their negative
conduct, given that they receive ample positive feedback from their peers.
Coercion may describe siblings’ learning power and manipulative behavior in the home
(Monks, Smith, Naylor, Barter, Ireland, & Coyne, 2009). Additionally, older siblings may recruit
or co-participate in deviant activities, particularly when lacking appropriate supervision. On the
other hand, displays of aggression from parents towards their children and partners can serve as a
model for children that bullying is acceptable (Ahmed & Braithwaite, 2004). Espelage,
Bosworth, and Simon (2000) reported that children who experienced more parental physical
discipline were more likely to engage in school bullying, suggesting that perhaps these children
learned physical violence as a solution. Therefore, if children learn these behaviors at home and
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transfer them to school, they initiate the cross-contextual use of violence (Espelage, Bosworth, &
Simon, 2000). In fact, longitudinal studies have suggested that childhood bullies tended to not
only grow up to be bullies in adulthood but may also have children who bully (Farrington, 1993).
These findings further suggest that not only is violence learned and reinforced over time, it can
also cross contextual barriers (i.e., home and school).
Social learning theory can be applied to the acquisition of positive behaviors as well as
children can learn positive prosocial behaviors from parents and peers (O’Brien et al., 2014).
Tucker, Turner, Barling, and McEvoy (2010) reported that they were able to reduce aggressive
behavior in athletes after utilizing a social learning approach modeled by parents and coaches. In
fact, Bandura (1977) has stated that applying social learning techniques can reverse negative
behaviors and transform them into more socially acceptable behaviors. Therefore, an example of
social learning in school is positive behavior interventions and supports when students can earn
rewards for prosocial behavior.
Despite the wealth of empirical support, social learning theory is not without its
criticisms. Researchers have argued that it may be more complicated than it was originally meant
to be (Bandura, 1977). Additionally, a change in environmental conditions does not
automatically predetermine a change or maintenance in behavior. Others have said that it may be
too simplified, specifically when considering ongoing learning suggesting that social learning
theory neglects the process of individual reflection (Berkes, 2009) and focuses very little on
cognitive functioning (Bandura, 1977). It also disregards biological, hormonal, or other
individual characteristics that may influence behavioral choices.
Upon deliberation, social information processing theory and social learning theory
explain the process and outcome of peer aggression and prosocial behavior in similar, yet
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different ways. Both include elements of attending to an initial cue, utilizing memories of
previously observed or exhibited behaviors, and acting out a selected response. However, they
approach the learning of aggressive responses from slightly different angles. Social information
processing takes a cognitive approach and focuses on cognitive decision-making processes, such
as interpretation and belief in one’s abilities. With social information processing, a child
considers his or her options, decides the best mode of operation, exhibits the aggressive
behavior, and perceives the reaction of others. In contrast, social learning theory adopts a more
behaviorist model, with a focus more on the actual retention of a learned response and a
motivation towards an expected reward.
I argue that both of these processes can explain chronic childhood bullying, especially
when considering the stability of aggressive behavior over time. Because one model focuses on
internal cognitive processes while the other focuses on a reward, it may be that each model may
be valid depending on each individual child, personality profile, social skills, intellect, and other
circumstances. Some children may be more motivated by social rewards and their aggressive or
prosocial behavior may be better explained under the social learning theory, whereas other
children may have lower social cognition and an ability to self-reflect and thus are better
explained utilizing the social information processing model. In summary, both of these theories
carry equal importance when considering why children adopt their respective roles within the
bullying circle. Therefore, both theoretical frameworks were considered within the study.
Theoretical summary. In sum, social information processing theory and social learning
theory can both explain peer aggression and prosocial behavior. However, they approach the
learning of aggressive responses from slightly different angles. Social information processing
takes a cognitive approach and focuses on decision-making processes, such as interpretation and
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belief in one’s abilities. With social information processing, a child considers their options,
decides the best mode of operation, exhibits the aggressive behavior, and perceives the reaction
of others. In contrast, social learning theory follows a more behavioral orientation, with a focus
more on the retention of a learned response and motivation towards an expected reward.
Therefore, both social learning theory and social information processing theory were both
considered when examining the bully participant behaviors, personality traits, and social anxiety
in adolescent participants.
Bully Participant Behaviors
A result of this increased empirical focus on bullying behaviors has been the discovery of
different roles during a bullying incident beyond just the victim and perpetrator. Scholars have
suggested that the binary interaction (e.g., bully and victim) inaccurately captures the additional
interactions that occur during bullying episodes (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Salmivalli (1999) has
argued that bullying is more than just an interaction between two individuals, but rather should
be considered a group phenomenon that includes supportive or peripheral roles that may adopt
active or passive behaviors (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Consideration of these additional individuals
may explain appalling bullying involvement rates as high as 81% reported by Bosworth et al.
(1999). Other research reported that bullying events often include groups of students and that
rates of bullying can vary based on context, such as on the playground, cafeteria, or classroom
(Atria, Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2007). Besides the two main players, the perpetrator and the victim,
Salmivalli et al. (1996) identified four types of bystanders, or those who are observing the
aggression. Some children that eagerly join in on the side of the aggressor “assist” while others
who offer positive feedback to bullies or may continue teasing the victim after the event subsides
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“reinforce” (Salmivalli, 1999). Furthermore, a number of children who witness but elect not to
get involved and avoid the victimization remain “outsiders” to the bullying behavior (Salmivalli,
1999). Last, those who try to comfort the victim and try to stop bullying from occurring “defend”
(Salmivalli, 1999).
Various reports have hypothesized why these multiple behavioral choices exist. One
important suggestion has been that differences in social skills may explain why children select
their involvement. Social information processing theory suggests that one who chooses to
perpetrate is more socially skilled than his/her assistant and reinforcer counterparts. Therefore,
the supportive or peripheral behaviors may provide social benefit and a gain in peer status due to
their association with a more powerful and more socially adept perpetrator (Poteat & Rivers,
2010). Additionally, those who experience high levels of victimization tend to have lower levels
of social functioning (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). However, participation in the bullying
transaction is not without its consequences, which can be both short and long term. One such
consequence has been mental health.
Psychosocial correlates of bully participant behavior. Of paramount importance for
this surge in empirical focus on bullying has been to uncover the adversarial effects that can
result from involvement across the various bullying behaviors. The outcome has been countless
support that suggests being bullied is related to high levels of distress, particularly internalizing
distress (Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin, & Patton, 2001; Malecki et al., 2015). Some of the most
common negative ramifications that repeatedly emerge for those chronically victimized are high
rates of anxiety (Swearer et al., 2001), depression, somatic complaints and low levels of selfesteem (Srabstein, McCarter, Shao, & Huang, 2006).
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Although the magnitude and experience of suffering is very large for those abused, those
who are involved in both bullying and victimizing behaviors have been shown to be affected by
depression, loneliness, somatic complains, conduct problems, low school engagement, and social
ostracism (Juvonen, Graham & Schuster, 2003; Nansel et al., 2001). Additionally, the
adolescents involved on both sides of bullying behavior (i.e., aggressor and victim) are more
likely to be referred for psychiatric evaluation than those that engage in only one behavior
(Kumpulainen et al., 1998; Nansel et al., 2001) and have been reported as the most troubled
(Juvonen et al., 2003). This is perhaps due to their high level of involvement in bullying behavior
or due to any conflicting behaviors, thoughts, and emotions that occur at times when they are
bullied compared to times when they react aggressively.
In contrast, research has supported the prediction that those who distinctly bully (and are
not picked on by peers) do not typically suffer from internalizing disorders. Rather, they are
more likely to engage in externalizing behavior in accordance with their peer harassment, such as
other delinquent behavior outside of school, and display a low level of school and academic
engagement (Nansel et. al, 2001). Higher rates of substance use are also associated with peer
aggression (Nansel et al., 2001).
Regarding bystander behavior, mental health correlates have not been as heavily
researched, consistently documented, or steadily supported. However, some findings have
offered an explanation regarding how children in these roles are affected. Juvonen et al. (2003)
reported that children and adolescents who largely remain uninvolved experience social anxiety,
depression, and loneliness to a lesser degree than those who are victimized by peers.
Additionally, children not involved in bullying are more likely to feel safe at school, felt a
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greater sense of school connectedness and support, and are less likely to be sad (Glew et al.,
2005).
However, the term “bystander” encapsulates many different behaviors, some of which
may result in negative consequences. For instance, when children witness domestic violence they
are more likely to require counseling to overcome emotional difficulties (Groves, 1999).
Additionally, studies that have explored childhood exposure to neighborhood violence have
reported higher rates of emotional disturbance, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder
(Kuther, 1999). Witnessing a peer victimize another peer at school may uniquely account for
elevated mental health risks as it may constitute a form of psychological re-victimization
(Russell, Franz, & Driscoll, 2001).
In summary, the effects on a child’s mental health from witnessing peer victimization are
unclear. One would likely predict that witnessing violence or torment is almost always going to
negatively affect the observer, but when the acts occur on the schoolyard while considering peer
dynamics, the picture becomes less clear. Of these internalizing concerns reviewed above, the
current study focused solely on social anxiety because anxiety disorders are one of the most
common mental health problems in children and adolescents (American Psychological
Association, 2013) and bullying is social in nature due to the involvement of several players.
The role of anxiety. The high rates of bullying behaviors among children and
adolescents (Nansel, et al., 2001) are detrimental, in part, to the fact that anxiety disorders have
been considered the second most common problem that results from chronic bullying (Hawker &
Boulton, 2000). Thus, anxiety disorders are also often associated with the development of other
disorders frequently associated with bullying involvement, such as depression, conduct disorder,
and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (Murray, Creswell, & Cooper, 2009). The one
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subtype of anxiety that will be examined regarding its relation to bullying roles in the current
study is social anxiety, which has been strongly linked to bullying behavior, especially
victimization (Hawker & Boulton, 2000). According to the American Psychiatric Association
(2013), social anxiety disorder is characterized by an intense fear of social interactions due to the
individual worrying of scrutiny or judgment from others (American Psychological Association,
2013). Additionally, children with social anxiety experience the fear in social situations with
peers, not just with adults.
When looking at the individual bullying behaviors, the experience of social anxiety is
largely present for those who experience high levels of victimization, just as with internalizing
problems in general. For instance, Olweus (1978) reported that victims tend to have anxious
personality profiles. In their meta-analysis, Hawker and Boulton (2000) reported that being
victimized is highly related to social anxiety. In an attempt to understand the relationship
between victimization and social anxiety, Siegel, La Greca, and Harrison (2009) suggested that a
social information processing bias may be present. Specifically, research has shown that socially
anxious adolescents have a tendency to interpret ambiguous social situations in a more negative
manner than those who do not have elevated levels of social anxiety. Therefore, when children
are victimized by peers, their concerns of being negatively evaluated are heightened, which may
result in changes in behavior that may only exacerbate future victimization behaviors.
Jackson and Cohen (2012) reported that children experiencing victimization frequently
receive it from multiple methods (i.e., cyber, relational). When children experience victimization
across multiple domains and sources, their social anxiety is constantly heightened as they may
not receive any reprieve from the distress and may avoid social situations. Craig (1998) reported
that children who experience victimization tended to have an anxious demeanor which made
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them vulnerable as future targets. As the bullying persists over time, these children may increase
their feelings of social anxiety as they anticipate the next bullying incident (Craig, 1998).
Further impacting the experience, social anxiety has been shown to influence the quality
of a friendship (Vernberg et al., 1992), and also high-quality relationships decrease the chances
of developing social anxiety symptoms. However, negative friendships and frequent
victimization have been positively associated with social anxiety (LaGreca & Harrison, 2005), so
it is difficult to stop the cycle once it begins.
Research suggests that social anxiety begins to climb significantly in the early adolescent
years and peaks around freshman year of high school (Mancini, van Amerigen, Bennett,
Patterson, & Watson, 2005). Anxiety disorders such as social anxiety disorder are associated
with impairment across academic, social, and family functioning (Costello, Egger, & Angold,
2005) as well as peer relational problems (Holt, Finkelhor, & Kantor, 2007). Therefore, it is clear
that frequent victimization can greatly impact adolescents’ lives. Not only can victimization
affect one’s emotional well-being directly by increasing social anxiety experienced by those
victimized, but it can also adversely impact all other life domains when these children feel
unable to avoid the aggression and experience a constant state of worry. As a whole, these results
support the existence of a strong relationship between chronic victimization and elevated levels
of social anxiety.
In terms of bullying behavior and the experience of anxiety symptoms, the empirical
literature agrees and suggests that the majority of children who engage in elevated levels of
bullying behavior (and are not victimized in conjunction) do not experience statistically
significant levels of any subtypes of anxiety when compared with peers or those largely
uninvolved in bullying behaviors (Isolan et al., 2013). Craig (1998) reported that those who bully
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their peers experience little to no social anxiety. Isolan et al. (2013) investigated the levels of
bully, victim, bully/victim, and uninvolved behaviors in children and adolescents in relation to
their various anxiety-related emotional disorders. Across different sub-types of anxiety (i.e.,
social anxiety, obsessive compulsive disorder), those who display high levels of bullying
behavior possessed lower global anxiety scores when compared with those who identify as
victims or even those who participate in both (bully/victims). However, further examination of
the individual subscales revealed that students with high rates of bullying behavior had slightly
higher scores than uninvolved peers across all anxiety subscales except for social anxiety.
However, all the high bully behavior students’ anxiety subscale scores were not significantly
different from uninvolved peers and still fell within the normal range. These results suggest that
those who bully do not experience a heightened level of social anxiety throughout their day or
while bullying peers compared with their same-aged peers.
Of interest from Isolan et al.’s (2013) results is that the children who bullied experienced
such low scores on social anxiety. Bullying is social in nature and perhaps bullies have little
concern over how their peers view their aggressive behavior. In accordance with Isolan et al.
(2013), Sourander et al. (2007) reported that children who bullied show little anxiety or
insecurity. Those who bully may feel little to no guilt over their victimization and may in fact
exhibit antisocial tendencies (Olweus, 1978). Other studies have reported the same result, that
high rates of bullying were related to high rates of externalizing symptoms and low rates of
internalizing problems (Menesini, Modena, & Tani, 2010; Sourander et al., 2007).
There are several hypotheses for why children who engage in bullying do not experience
clinical/elevated levels of social anxiety when they aggress towards their peers. One such reason
may be that the inequality of power present in bullying implies dominance, and dominance is

26

often associated with heightened social skills and manipulation (Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham,
1999). Isolan et al. (2013) reported that those who engaged in bullying behaviors had the lowest
social anxiety scores, suggesting that they may have confidence in their social abilities and their
ability to bully. Therefore, when these children manipulate peers, they may experience an
increase in their self-confidence because of their power and success. This boost may serve as a
buffer from the experience of social anxiety if the plan was successfully orchestrated, resulting in
an increase in peer social status and perhaps (or perception of) more social support from
classmates in those who bully compared to their victims. Alternately, bullying behavior could
also have altered the interpretation of their social world that may be protecting them from
anxious feelings or they simply may not be bothered by the way others perceive them. These
hypotheses were explored in the current study as prior research suggests that those with elevated
rates of either bullying behavior or victimization have different social interpretations, perceived
and real social support, and experiences of social anxiety (Demaray & Malecki, 2003; Isolan et
al., 2013; Sourander et al, 2007).
Arguably the most at-risk group for negative outcomes is those who are inundated in
bullying and engage in both bullying behavior and peer victimization. Although prevalence rates
for adolescents who may fall within this group have been reported to range between 4 and 7% of
students (Haynie et al., 2001), research has suggested that those who are both victimized and also
bully fare the worst across several outcomes, including the development of future anxiety
disorders (Sourander et al., 2007) and the display of physical symptoms of anxiety (Swearer et
al., 2001). It is concerning as to what encourages and fuels these children to continue to engage
in bullying at such an intense level and how this high involvement affects their outcomes.
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The effects of gender. Another risk factor that has been related to an increase in the
development of social anxiety related to being bullied is gender. Across several studies, girls
have been found to display less involvement as the victim, bully, and bully/victim yet score
higher across all sub-areas of anxiety when compared with boys in all age groups (Isolan et al.,
2013). In fact, a collection of research suggests that the meaning attached to bullying experiences
may differ between genders. Relative to males, females have been found to be more distressed
by interpersonal problems and more likely to personalize a negative social interaction (Crick,
1995). Holt and Espelage (2007) reported that, relative to males, females reported more anxiety
symptoms across all bullying behaviors (bullies, victims, bully/victims, and even uninvolved
youth). According to Paquette and Underwood (1999), girls respond differently to victimization
in that they spent considerably more time ruminating and thinking about the incident more often,
trying to comprehend the reasons for the victimization, analyzing whether they had deserved the
maltreatment, and even contemplating ways to become friends with the aggressor. Finally, the
frequency of relational victimization has been found to be more strongly and negatively related
to girls’ self-perceptions of athletic competence, physical attractiveness, closeness of friendships,
and self-worth than it was for boys (Paquette & Underwood, 1999). Taken together, these
findings suggest elevated levels of social anxiety when girls are victimized.
On the other hand, Calvete et al. (2016) investigated victimization behaviors and level of
social anxiety in adolescent boys and girls. They reported that the association between
victimization and social anxiety was significant for both genders, but the association was much
stronger for boys than for girls. Further, Siegel, La Greca, and Harrison (2009) reported a strong
link between victimization and levels of social anxiety but reported no differences between boys
and girls in their levels of social anxiety.
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Altogether, the majority of research on social anxiety in adolescents suggests that girls
and boys may react to stress differently. The differences in the frequency of bully involvement
between genders, yet the salience of bullying episodes, suggests that girls are affected in
different ways by negative peer incidents than boys. Additionally, the type of negative peer
interaction (i.e., overt, relational, reputational) may affect boys and girls differently. This impact
makes girls more at risk than boys for the development of social anxiety. Because girls tend to
avoid bullying more than boys but are greatly affected when victimized, ways to cope with social
stress and social anxiety symptoms are needed for girls. Conversely, the higher involvement in
bullying (across all roles) seen in boys is equally problematic. The greater involvement for boys
but the strong reactions seen in girls are important considerations when developing bullying
interventions.
Longitudinal effects. Bullying behaviors are even more harmful when considering the
long-term effects. Interestingly, Sourander et al. (2007) reported on the long-term effects of
behavior in each role (bully, bully/victim, and victim) and stated that frequent adoption of each
of these behaviors at age 8 was related to increased anxiety in early adulthood. Additionally,
being involved as both a victim and a perpetrator at age 8 may increase the likelihood for the
development of psychiatric disorders in early adulthood five-fold (Sourander et al., 2007).
Specifically, Sourander et al. (2007) reported that anxiety disorders in early adulthood were more
than twice as prevalent in those identified at age 8 as highly involved as both the bully and the
victim than they were those involved in only one of the behaviors (bullying or victimization).
High levels of victimization and social anxiety are also positively associated with alcohol and
substance abuse (Moutier & Stein, 1999). These findings highlight the damage at early ages, the
long-term damage, and the importance of screening in schools for bullying behavior, especially
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for victimization. Possibly, those who are targeted with aggression at early ages may be at an
immediate disadvantage for the remainder of their lives regarding anxiety symptoms and may
struggle to build trust in their peers, possibly affecting their ability to form strong social
connections.
McCabe et al. (2003) examined the relationship between anxiety disorders and a history
of being teased. Not only did they report a strong positive relationship between bullying and
anxiety disorders, but a history of being teased was related to an earlier age of onset for anxiety
disorders, as well as other problems throughout childhood. In fact, almost all of the participants
(92%) diagnosed with social anxiety disorder had reported a history of severe teasing
experiences. It may be that the memories of childhood teasing increase the risk for developing
social anxiety during adolescence and the salience of bullying during these ages impacts
individuals for years. Again, a lack of trust stemming from chronic victimization may set up an
individual for future social anxiety. Additionally, are those diagnosed with social anxiety
disorders more likely to remember being teased, or are they more likely to have been teased?
There is evidence for a memory bias towards the negative events (Scambler, Harris, & Milich,
1998), which may be partially explained by a bias in social information processing. Also,
children who are teased receive low peer ratings (Shapiro, Baumeister, & Kessler, 1991), which
likely adds to the experience of social anxiety.
However, it is also important to recall that the direction of effects is not certain. Children
with elevated levels of social anxiety may attract bullying behavior; then victimization occurs,
which elevates their social anxiety. Longitudinal studies have suggested that anxiety actually
predicts future victimization, and that victimization also predicts future anxiety (Crawford &
Manassis, 2011; Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005). Many victimized children exhibit
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internalizing symptoms, such anxiety, loneliness, and social withdrawal, which may signal
vulnerability and an inability to defend oneself, making it easy for bullies to perpetrate (Karna,
Voeten, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 2010) and these behavior patterns to form. In fact, poor social
skills (Crawford & Manassis, 2011) and the experience of loneliness (Pavri, 2015) have been
identified as vulnerabilities to victimization. Evidence also suggests that children with an
anxious temperament experience more victimization than others without an anxious temperament
(Bernstein & Watson, 1997; Crawford & Manassis, 2011). Crawford and Manassis (2011)
reported that anxiety independently predicted being victimized by peers and bullied children are
more likely than their non-bullied peers to report feeling socially anxious (Juvonen, Graham, &
Schuster, 2003). Therefore, both social anxiety and victimization can exacerbate over time, but
less is known regarding what may initiate the cycle.
Social anxiety summary. Despite the established research base regarding the levels of
social anxiety experienced by those who engage in bullying and victimization, less is known
regarding the other bullying behaviors, such as bystanding, reinforcing, and assisting. However,
levels of social anxiety for boys were found to be higher for those labeled bystanders/outsiders
when compared with uninvolved boys (Love et al., 2005). Additionally, those who struggle to fit
in with peers experience higher levels of social anxiety when witnessing a victimization event, as
it draws attention to their own vulnerability (Glover, Gough, Johnson, & Cartwright, 2000).
Karna et al. (2010) suggested that as children learn about the negative consequences of bullying
behavior, it would likely influence their social behavior. It is possible that as children witness
bullying, yet elect to watch without intervening, it may cause them internal distress. Because
bullying has been considered a group phenomenon (Salmivalli et al., 1996), it would also follow
that those who side with the perpetrator would likely experience similarly low levels of social
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anxiety as the one acting as the bully. Likewise, those who decide to intervene may initially
experience feelings of social anxiety, causing them to act on the scene, whereas after the
intervention, they may feel a sense of righteousness by doing what they believe is a moral act.
On the other hand, they may feel anxiety after the incident, worrying that they may now become
a target. The relationship between the experience of social anxiety and its relationship with
involvement at various levels of the different roles is explored in the current study.
There are many questions that arise, such as what can be done to prevent social anxiety,
the direction of effects, and what can be done to stop the victimization-social anxiety cycle.
Social anxiety has been highlighted throughout this review, as the research suggests that high
rates of bullying behavior are related to very low levels of social anxiety, whereas high rates of
peer victimization are related to elevated and prolonged levels of social anxiety. Although
generalized anxiety has been shown to be highly correlated with victimization, social anxiety
appears to be more salient and frequent concerning those who are bullied. Therefore, the current
evaluation examined the association of social anxiety symptoms with involvement in the
behaviors associated with bullying.
Personality factors’ association with bullying participant behaviors. The current
literature review has established that bullying behavior peaks during adolescence, affects
millions of children worldwide, and is linked with mental health problems, poor academic
achievement, school avoidance, and internalizing disorders (Volk, Craig, Boyce, & King, 2006).
However, what remains to be reviewed are particular traits or commonalities that assist children
in behaving differently in social interactions and thus place them at risk for bullying or
victimization behavior. One growing approach to understand the engagement in various bullying
behaviors is to examine personality traits, such as the Big Five factor model. Therefore, the
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current study will attempt to understand the ways that particular personality traits are associated
with boys’ and girls’ experience of social anxiety and also the level of the various bully
participation behaviors.
This new approach has provided several contributions to the extant literature on bullying
behavior. First, it has been suggested that personality traits generally remain stable over time
(McCrae & Costa, 1990). An understanding of children’s engagement in bullying or
victimization behaviors in accordance with particular patterns of personality traits may pave the
way for earlier intervention, such as screening for extreme values of particular trait patterns.
Second, personality and behavior provide each other with feedback and one’s personality has
been shown to affect the way that one interprets and responds to a particular event (Caspi &
Bem, 1990; Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens, 2014). The way that one internally responds to a
bullying incident based on one’s personality trait patterns may initially make one more likely to
engage in a particular bully participant behavior. Later, it can also explain why children
frequently victimized struggle to escape the wrath of bullying because their behavior/reaction
affects the likelihood to which that event will reoccur in the future (Salmivalli, 1999). In fact,
isolating bullying behavior from aspects of a child’s personality cannot result in successful
intervention (Andreou, 2000). For example, victims tend to have low levels of extraversion (Slee
& Rigby, 1993) and may be rejected by peers (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Children who are often
victimized may benefit from a social skills intervention that would attempt to boost their
communication skills and confidence when interacting with peers to build their assertiveness.
Thus, the need for early identification of personality factors associated with bullying to assist
with intervention to prevent the formation of maladaptive behavior is not only an innovative
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approach to understanding the behaviors of children and adolescents but is perhaps imperative so
that these patterns of bullying and victimization behavior can be defeated at early stages.
Personality has been conceptualized from many theoretical perspectives and is commonly
studied by examining traits (John & Srivastava, 1999). However, the number of traits identified
and measures created to understand them has greatly escalated. To solve this problem, a
taxonomy of traits was created from terms that people commonly use to describe themselves
(John & Srivastava, 1999). This taxonomy, the Big Five factor model, or “Big Five,” has
received a considerable amount of support in regards to validity and replicability (Barbaranelli,
Caprara, Rabasca, & Pastorelli, 2003; McCrae & Costa, 1990) and has mainly been used to study
personality of adults. Each of these five traits is broad and summarizes a collection of more
distinct characteristics. The five traits are most commonly referred to as extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness.
Extraversion, or surgency, is one trait that describes one’s gregariousness, assertiveness,
activity level, excitement-seeking behavior, positive emotions, and warmth (John & Srivastava,
1999). Agreeableness includes the level of trust, altruism, compliance versus stubbornness, being
modest, and one’s level of sympathy. Conscientiousness is a measure of competence, order,
dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline, and deliberation. Neuroticism encompasses
anxiety, irritability, depression, shyness, impulsiveness, and vulnerability. Last, openness
describes curiosity, imagination, artistic ability, breadth of interests, feelings, and values (John &
Srivastava, 1999).
Although the Big Five model was originally created to measure personality in adults, an
increasing number of studies have shown that these five dimensions are critical predictors of
developmental outcomes (Kokkinos, Antoniadou, Dalara, Koufogazou, & Papatziki, 2013) and
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researchers saw a need to adapt this model for use with children. Therefore, to solve this
problem, Barbaranelli, Caprara, Rabasca, and Pastorelli (2003) developed and published a child
version of the Big Five factor model of personality. Studies have shown that the Big Five
Questionnaire for Children (BFQ-C) has a clear factor structure, internal consistency, and
sufficient validity (Muris, Meesters, & Diederen, 2005).
Personality traits seen in those chronically victimized. Bollmer, Harris, and Milich
(2006) examined the relationship between 10- to 13- year-olds’ scores on the Big Five variables,
using the BFQ-C, and their experience being victimized or bullying others. They found that those
who scored high on victimization scored lower on conscientiousness and higher on neuroticism.
It may be that this particular combination creates a vulnerability when negative affect (i.e., social
anxiety) is combined with an inability to regulate behavior (i.e., low conscientiousness), which
may exacerbate bullying situations; for example, after a child is bullied they may be impulsive
and cry or blurt something to exacerbate the situation and may later feel more embarrassed. This
may contribute to the cyclical nature of victimization reported earlier.
In comparison, Menesini, Camodeca, and Nocentini (2010) found that chronic school
victimization was related to high levels of neuroticism, but they found no differences on
conscientiousness. Corcoran, Connolly, and O’Moore (2012) reported that victims of cyberbullying had higher scores on a measure of neuroticism. According to Skinner and ZimmerGembeck (2007), the coping style of adolescents who are bullied depends on one’s personality,
and children who are found to have high levels of neuroticism have more emotion-focused,
maladaptive coping styles (Connor-Smith & Flachsbart, 2007).
High levels of neuroticism may be valuable to consider when identifying which children
are most at risk for victimization. Characteristics of neuroticism, such as being anxious, having
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low control over behaviors and emotions, and having low levels of emotional regulation, are all
particularly relevant in social contexts such as schools. Additionally, children who are
chronically victimized by peers are more likely to have elevated levels of social anxiety (Hawker
& Boulton, 2000). Calvete et al. (2016) reported that elevated levels of neuroticism predicted
increases in social anxiety of adolescents. Therefore, it seems that there is a high correlation
between neuroticism, social anxiety, and being bullied by peers.
Although these studies did use the same personality questionnaire to measure the
participants’ traits, the other personality characteristics that emerged as highly significant for
victims were not universally identified. It may be a particular methodology that affected the
results. For example, Bollmer et al. (2006) asked the participants to recall stories of being bullied
while aspects of their physiological arousal were monitored. It was mentioned that the victimized
participants were not at the extreme end of victimization, so it is possible that by asking the
adolescents to recall stories of negative events may have further drawn out negative feelings and
exaggerated their negative emotions. Further research on these personality traits of those who
experience victimization is needed, in addition to further understanding of whether neurotic
tendencies result from or precede victimization.
Personality traits in those who both bully and are victimized. Regarding children
involved as both the aggressor and the target, the findings on personality trait patterns seem to
suggest adverse results as well. Sesar, Simic, and Barisic (2011) examined bullying behavior and
personality roles in Croatian school children ages 10 to 14. The Junior Eysenck Personality
Questionnaire was utilized (based on the Big 3 model of personality, rather than the Big Five),
but reports suggest high correlations between the subscales of Eysenck personality scales and the
BFQ-C (Barbaranelli et al., 2003). The researchers found that children identified as high on both
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bullying behavior and victimization had the highest levels of extraversion compared with those
considered neutral or simply elevated on victimization, and they also had elevated levels of
neuroticism. Andreou (2000) found that children identified as high on both behaviors have a
distinctly negative view of themselves and the world and have low social acceptance from peers,
which supports prior research from Olweus (1978) that children with elevated bullying behaviors
generally have a negative view of themselves. Findings regarding children that are high on both
victimization and bullying behaviors are consistent with what has been reviewed that victims
have higher levels of neuroticism as well as other findings (reviewed below) that bullies have
higher extraversion scores (Sesar et al., 2011; Scholte et al., 2005).
Unfortunately, research that focuses on personality characteristics in children involved on
both sides of bullying (bully/victims) is scarce. Because findings have shown that children
involved as both a perpetrator and a target fare the worst across many variables (i.e.,
externalizing, internalizing, and school problems; Sourander et al., 2007), it is important to
continue the empirical pursuit of which particular traits commonly characterize those who are
heavily involved in both bullying and victimized behavior.
However, the social information processing model is in sync with findings of the Big
Five personality model such that low levels of conscientiousness and agreeableness have been
associated with higher levels of peer aggression (Book, Volk, & Hosker, 2012; Mitsopolou &
Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte, Van Lieshout, De Wit, & Van Aken, 2005; Tani, Greenman,
Schneider, & Fregoso, 2003). Low levels of agreeableness are commonly associated with low
empathy and sympathy and noncompliance (John & Srivastava, 1999), and low levels of
conscientiousness may reveal antisocial behavior and impulsivity. These personality trait
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patterns may likely play a role in the impulsivity and dysfunctional cognitive processing seen in
those who bully (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006).
Personality traits in those who bully. Several studies have reported results regarding
personality trait patterns seen in those aggressive towards their peers. Bollmer et al. (2006)
concluded that children who bully their peers scored lower on measures of conscientiousness and
agreeableness. They suggested that this particular profile lends itself to be more hostile,
confrontational, antisocial, and impulsive, which is consistent with bullying behavior. Likewise,
Kokkinos et al. (2013) found that children who cyber-bully scored lower on the
conscientiousness scale of the BFQ-C. These results regarding low levels of conscientiousness
are in line with previous research that suggests that adolescents with low scores on
conscientiousness have increased behavior and social problems at school (Ehrler, Evans, &
McGhee, 1999) and have difficulties controlling their behavior (Campbell, 2002). The
convergence of results suggesting that low levels of conscientiousness are inversely related to
bullying behavior corresponds with the impulsivity, antisocial behavior, and tendency towards
criminal behavior seen in adults with low levels of conscientiousness (Ozer & Benet-Martinez,
2006).
Personality traits and bullying behavior of adolescents were investigated by several other
studies. Specifically, high levels of neuroticism were found in three studies (Menesini,
Camodeca, & Nocentini, 2010; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Tani, Greenman, Schneider, &
Fregoso, 2003), whereas one study reported significantly lower levels of neuroticism were
associated with higher levels of bullying behaviors, especially when compared to other groups
(Book, Volk, & Hosker, 2012). High levels of conscientiousness have been reported in bullies
(Book et al., 2012; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte, Van Lieshout, De Wit, & Van
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Aken, 2005). Extraversion was reported to be positively related to bullying behavior (Mitsopolou
& Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte et al., 2005; Sesar et al., 2011). Last, low levels of agreeableness
have been reported in five investigations and thus were inversely related to bullying behavior
(Book et al., 2012; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Menesini et al., 2010; Scholte et al, 2005;
Tani et al, 2003). There were no significant differences determined regarding levels of the
openness personality factor.
These aforementioned studies all reported different levels of four of the Big Five traits
seen in those identified in bullying behavior. When significant effects were reported for
conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness, there were no inconsistencies regarding
direction of effect when they were statistically significant. This pattern was typically high levels
of extraversion, low levels of agreeableness, and low levels of conscientiousness. Regarding the
levels of neuroticism, there was less consistency seen in those identified with high levels of
bullying behavior among these studies. Perhaps it may be that some adolescents whom Book et
al. (2012) identified as having high levels of neuroticism along with low levels of
conscientiousness and agreeableness are in fact those who engage in both sides of the bullying
transaction rather than just the aggression. This exploration of neuroticism, as well as the other
trait patterns, and their relationship to bullying roles was explored in the current evaluation.
However, despite the consistency in the results regarding the association between low
levels of agreeableness and bullying behavior, Book, Volk, and Hosker (2012) found that when
aggressive behavior is controlled for, these bullies appear to be as agreeable as other adolescents,
and that agreeableness may be more closely related to reactive rather than proactive aggression.
It may be that this particular pattern of traits may allow those who express high levels of bullying
to maintain close relationships with some peers, as ringleader bullies often have a group of
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friends yet target victims when they desire. In fact, because it has been consistently reported that
bullies have high levels of extraversion yet low levels of agreeableness, it may explain their
involvement in high-energy activities (i.e., sports, various conduct behaviors) which would
require little emotional sensitivity with peers (Mitsopoulou & Giovazolias, 2015).
It can be said that a certain level of sympathy and empathy is essential to maintain
friendships, but when children bully, they are not exhibiting sensitivity towards victims. Sesar et
al. (2011) found that those labeled neutral in terms of their involvement in and feelings regarding
bullying had higher sympathy scores. It may also be that children who repeatedly bully lose
sympathy towards the commonly victimized as certain children’s personalities create a
vulnerability to victimization (Bollmer et al., 2006) and their reactions to being bullied may
make them easy targets (Pronk et al., 2014), thus lessening the guilt felt by the bullies since they
are used to the aggression.
The differences in results among personality traits that are related to bullying behavior
may lie in the methodology utilized by the researchers. For instance, Menesini et al. (2010)
examined personality factors and bullying among siblings, whereas Bollmer et al. (2006) focused
on personality and bullying events among school peers, yet they asked the participants to recall
narratives of bullying experiences for all children, even those deemed bullies. Furthermore, Book
et al. (2012) utilized a different, albeit similar, model of personality, HEXACO, which
incorporates an additional factor, honesty-humility, whereas Sesar et al. followed the Big 3
model. Due to the inconsistencies across these investigations regarding both methodology and
findings, further research must be conducted to investigate which personality characteristics truly
are indicative of chronic bullying within the schools.
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Other factors related to personality traits and bullying. Gender may also be a factor
that may influence the personality profile of bullying behavior. Jolliffe and Farrington (2011)
found that low levels of agreeableness and conscientiousness were associated with the levels of
boys’ bullying behavior, whereas low levels of conscientiousness and high levels of extraversion
were associated with girls’ bullying behavior. This heightened level of extraversion may be
displayed in girls’ higher involvement in relational aggression (Nansel et al., 2001), which
requires an element of social skills. Sesar et al. (2011) reported that girls had higher levels of
neuroticism overall, particularly in those classified as victims and bully/victims. Mitsopoulou
and Giovaziolias (2015) found higher scores of extraversion for boys and lower scores on a
measure of empathy. Boys are generally more engaged in bullying (Stavrinides, Geourgiou, &
Theofanous, 2010), which may partially explain their lower levels of empathy (towards
aggression) and higher levels of extraversion. Again, a better understanding of the role of gender,
participation in the bullying roles, and personality traits is needed.
However, regarding the personality traits that are commonly seen in children who
chronically bully their peers, there is a convergence of evidence that suggests particular
personality dimensions and variables predict the likelihood of bullying engagement. As seen in
the 2015 meta-analysis on personality traits, empathy, and bullying behavior conducted by
Mitsopoulou and Giovazolias as well as the literature reviewed above, it seems that low levels of
conscientiousness and agreeableness have been repeatedly reported in children who bully,
whereas the highest scores in conscientiousness are seen in those children not involved in the
bullying transaction. Also, high levels of extraversion and neuroticism have been reported in
children who bully across several studies. This combination of low conscientiousness and
agreeableness and high levels of extraversion and neuroticism may be the perfect combination
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for the “extreme” bully or perhaps the child who is highly involved, the bully/victim. When
considering this profile, these children may portray themselves as impulsive, aggressive and/or
assertive, confident, angry, and anxious/worried.
Additional bully participation behaviors. Few studies have investigated personality
traits in the roles of other children who can be involved in incidents, such as when they are
defending or outsider. Pronk, Olthof, and Goossens (2014) investigated the Big Five traits in
early adolescents’ bully-related outsider and defender behavior. They found that agreeableness
related positively with outsider and defender behavior and suggested they have more prosocial
tendencies because being more agreeable makes one more sympathetic and more likely to defend
victims. However, levels of extraversion were found to be different for those who participated as
outsiders and defenders. No relationship between extraversion and defenders was found, but a
negative relationship between outsiders and extraversion was present. These findings are
consistent with what is known about children who abstain from getting involved in altercations.
Pronk et al. also reported that neuroticism, specifically impulse control, was found to be
negatively related to outsider behavior, but there was no relationship between defending
behavior and neuroticism. Pronk et al. concluded that personality, specifically low levels of
extraversion and neuroticism, influences early adolescents’ avoidance of bullying situations.
However, they suggested that it may be high levels of moral awareness, rather than personality,
that influences the likelihood that one intervenes in bullying incidents.
Pronk et al.’s prediction regarding why some children tend to help and others decide to
ignore bullying seems very plausible. One would likely expect that introverted children would be
very apprehensive to immerse themselves into a stressful situation, perhaps due to higher
neuroticism scores. The investigation of Big Five personality traits seen in those more removed
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from bullying instances is significantly lacking. The current study investigated personality
profiles of children less central to bullying behavior, such as those who chose to remain outsider
or defend a victimized peer.
Literature Review Summary
The high prevalence of bully participant behavior that occurs among middle school
students in the United States is appalling and rates have remained steady for decades. In fact,
with the creation of cyber means to bully, it may be that this new medium has created an outlet
for more bullying to occur than ever before. The rates of boys’ and girls’ engagement in bully
participant behaviors have been reported in numerous studies; some report that girls and boys
engage in the same behaviors at the same frequency, while others report discrepancies between
the genders across the participant behaviors. Therefore, it is imperative to continue the
investigation of bully participation between boys and girls in this age group, especially when
considering behaviors beyond bullying and victimization.
The findings reviewed throughout the literature review, although not entirely consistent,
but taken as a whole, suggest that there may be particular patterns of personality characteristics
seen in one highly involved in one or more of the four bullying participant behaviors of
defending, bullying, victimization, and outsider. These five personality factors and their
relationship with bullying remain largely theoretical but were explored in the current study. An
understanding of these patterns or extreme values of a given characteristic may provide a better
understanding of a child who engages in a significant amount of a particular bully participant
behavior. It may also allow for an early identification of a child who is at risk for engagement in
a given bully participant behavior. Because the reviewed literature suggested no relation between
openness and any of the ways one can participate in bullying, was not explored in the study.
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Therefore, the remaining four factors, openness, extraversion, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness, need to be further explored to bring conceptual clarity to these personality
traits seen in those who exhibit bullying, victimized, defending and outsider behavior. It is
especially important to see how these patterns of traits and behaviors unveil in boys and girls
across 6th, 7th, and 8th grades.
Further, research largely supports the statements that the experience of being chronically
victimized leads to negative consequences, specifically social anxiety. Although most literature
reviewed above suggested that there is little to no association between social anxiety and
bullying participant behavior, a small number of studies suggested that bullying can be
associated with internalizing behaviors as well. Also, some research suggests a negative
association between social anxiety and outsider and defending behaviors. It is clear that further
support is needed regarding the association between social anxiety and defending, bullying, and
outsider behaviors. Moreover, social anxiety appeared to be more prevalent in females, but it is
less clear how it emerges in boys and girls across the grades. Specifically, it is less clear when
boys experience elevated levels of social anxiety during middle school. It is important to
investigate under what conditions a middle-school boy would experience high levels of social
anxiety for intervention purposes.
Research Questions
Research Question 1: How do levels of social anxiety differ for boys and girls across
grade level?
Hypothesis 1a: Anxiety disorders have been considered the second most common
problem associated with chronic bullying, with social anxiety as a specific example (Hawker &
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Boulton, 2000). Specifically, females have been found to be more distressed than males by
interpersonal problems and more likely to personalize a negative social interaction (Crick, 1995).
Holt and Espelage (2007) reported that, relative to males, females reported more social anxiety
symptoms than males. This pattern is especially true during adolescence (Inderbitzen-Nolan &
Walters, 2000; La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Thus, it was predicted that girls would have higher
self-reported social anxiety symptoms than would boys.
Hypothesis 1b: Research suggests that social anxiety begins to climb significantly in the
adolescent years and peaks around freshman year of high school (Mancini, van Amerigen,
Bennett, Patterson, & Watson, 2005). Therefore, it was predicted that boys’ and girls’ social
anxiety scores would be lower in 6th grade and significantly higher in 8th grade.
Research Question 2: How do levels of bullying behavior, levels of victimization, levels
of defending behavior, and outsider behavior differ for boys and girls across grade level?
Hypotheses 2a: Girls have been found to display less involvement than boys as the role
of the bully (Isolan et al., 2013; Stavrinides, Geourgiou, & Theofanous, 2010), but other reports
suggest that girls bully at the same rate as boys when all methods of bullying are considered (i.e.,
indirect and direct; Nansel et al., 2001). Additionally, prevalence of bullying behavior
involvement across all roles has been shown to decline with age overall when examining
adolescents into their early high school years (Nansel et al., 2001), but the rate seems to remain
stable across 6th, 7th, and 8th grades (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). When investigating
various types of bullying behaviors, some forms of bullying may decline between 6th and 8th
grades (physical) while other forms may increase (relational) from 6th to 8th grades (Wang,
Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). Therefore, it was predicted that girls and boys will report similar
levels of bullying behavior and the rates will remain consistent across Grades 6, 7, and 8.
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Hypothesis 2b: Girls have been found to display less involvement in the role as a victim
than boys (Isolan et al., 2013). Other research does suggest that the rates of bullying behavior are
more similar for girls and boys in the same grade levels and students are victimized more during
middle school grades than later grades (Nansel et al., 2001). During middle school, girls are
more likely than boys to be victimized via cyber or relational means, while boys are more likely
than girls to be victimized via physical or verbal means (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009).
However, this pattern seems to decline from Grade 6 to 8 with younger students being victimized
by those in upper grades (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). Therefore, it was predicted that there
will not be significant differences in reported levels of victimization between boys and girls
within each grade but that there will be significant differences across grade, with younger
students being victimized more than older students.
Hypothesis 2c: Girls have been found to display less involvement as the victim, bully,
and bully/victim (Isolan et al., 2013) and, by default, may be more frequently uninvolved in
bullying than boys since they choose to refrain (Salmivalli, 1999). However, when considering
covert bullying behaviors, it has been reported that girls may play just as big a role of the bully
as boys (Nansel et al., 2001). The negative experiences that stem from involvement in bullying
are well documented (Juvonen, Graham and Schuster, 2003), which may lead one to believe that
children would be averse to bullying participation. However, evidence shows that bullying
participation behaviors do not begin to decline until students enter high school (Nansel et al.,
2001). As such, it was predicted that the population means will not differ between girls and boys
on the level of outsider bullying behavior. It was also predicted that the level of outsider
behavior will not differ across Grades 6, 7, and 8.
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Hypothesis 2d: Many children who are victimized often report a difficulty defending
themselves (Karna, Voeten, Poskiparta, & Salmivalli, 2010), but the experience of being
victimized may allow a child to gain empathy when he or she witnesses a peer get bullied.
Teachers often perceive girls to exhibit more defending behavior than boys (Pozzoli & Gini,
2010), but it may be that girls display their defensive behaviors differently than boys. Because
girls have been reported to engage in certain types of bullying behaviors more frequently, they
may defend by talking to the victim or showing emotional support compared to a physical
presence, for example (Nansel et al., 2001). Therefore, it was predicted that girls and boys would
engage in defending the victim at similar rates, but these scores in defending behavior would be
lower during younger grades and defending behaviors would be higher at older grades as
students experience victimization or witness bullying behaviors over time at school and gain
empathy for the victimized peer.
Research Question 3: How do levels of self-reported personality traits, including
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, differ for boys and girls across
grade level?
Hypotheses 3a: Spinath, Freudenthaler, and Neubauer (2010) reported that girls aged 1214 scored higher in neuroticism than boys. Sesar et al. (2011) reported that girls had higher levels
of neuroticism overall, particularly in those classified as victims and bully/victims. Personality
traits have been shown to remain somewhat stable across one’s lifetime (McCrae & Costa,
1990). However, Robins, John, and Caspi (1994) reported that during pre-adulthood, a child’s
experience of fear and irritability combine to form their level of neuroticism later on. However,
Robins et al. also mentioned that neuroticism is not always fixed across the lifespan due to our
specific experiences. Regardless of whether levels of neuroticism are fixed, given the small age
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gap between 6th and 8th grades, it is likely not enough time for an individual’s level of
neuroticism to significantly change. Therefore, it was predicted that differences in levels of
neuroticism would exist and would be higher for girls than for boys, but differences would not
exist for grade.
Hypotheses 3b: Spinath, Freudenthaler, and Neubauer (2010) reported that girls aged 1214 scored higher in extraversion than boys. Personality traits have been shown to remain
somewhat stable across one’s lifetime (McCrae & Costa, 1990) but can be influenced during
adolescence (Branje, Van Lieshout, & Gerris, 2006). Roberts, Walton, and Viechtbauer (2006)
reported that people generally become more extraverted over time. Therefore, it was predicted
that girls will be more extraverted than boys at each grade level, but both boys and girls in older
grades will have higher scores than students in lower grades.
Hypotheses 3c: Personality traits have been shown to remain somewhat stable across
one’s lifetime (McCrae & Costa, 1990). Branje, Van Lieshout, and Gerris (2006) reported on 1117-year-olds’ personality traits from mother, father, and self-ratings. Overall, agreeableness did
not show any significant change for boys or girls. However, Gullone and Moore (2000) reported
that 11-14-year-old girls scored significantly higher than boys on agreeableness. Therefore, it
was predicted that girls will not report higher agreeableness scores than boys, but girls’ and
boys’ agreeableness scores will not differ across grades
Hypotheses 3d: Researchers believed that personality traits have been shown to remain
relatively stable across one’s lifetime (McCrae & Costa, 1990), but more recent research
suggests that personality traits can be malleable during adolescence and are relatively fixed by
adulthood (Branje, Van Lieshout, & Gerris, 2006). Specifically, conscientiousness is one trait
that has been reported to generally increase with age (Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006).
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Spinath, Freudenthaler, and Neubauer (2010) reported that girls aged 12-14 scored higher in
conscientiousness than boys. Additionally, Gullone and Moore (2000) reported that in children
aged 11-14, older girls scored higher than older boys on a measure of conscientiousness.
Therefore, it was predicted that girls will score higher than boys on their level of
conscientiousness for each grade and that their respective levels of conscientiousness will
increase as they age.
Research question 4: How are personality traits (neuroticism, extraversion,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness) associated with victimization, defending, bullying, and
outsider bully participant behaviors for boys and girls?
Personality traits have been shown to remain somewhat stable across one’s lifetime
(McCrae & Costa, 1990). Additionally, personality and behavior provide each other with
feedback and one’s personality has been shown to affect the way that one interprets and responds
to a particular event (Caspi & Bem, 1990; Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens, 2014). These personality
traits are important to consider in how they may predict one’s role in bullying participation
behaviors.
Hypothesis 4a: Levels of self-reported neuroticism will be positively associated with
victimization for both boys and girls. Bollmer, Harris, and Milich (2006) reported that levels of
neuroticism were positively associated with levels of victimization. Findings show that girls are
more likely to react negatively and internalize negative social interactions than boys (Paquette &
Underwood, 1999) and thus girls may react stronger to a similar intensity of victimization than
boys would, which may exacerbate future victimization experiences. Children identified as
victims struggle to lose that role because they may be seen as easy targets based on their
reactions. Their behavior, especially directly after they are victimized, affects the likelihood to
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which that event will reoccur in the future (Salmivalli, 1999). A child’s reaction can increase or
decrease the chance of future victimization. Specifically, even though girls may react to a
negative victimizing event in stronger ways than boys, levels of neuroticism have been found to
be positively associated with victimization experiences for both genders. Therefore, levels of
neuroticism would be positively associated with levels of peer victimization for both boys and
girls.
Levels of self-reported extraversion will be negatively associated with levels of peer
victimization participant behavior for both boys and girls. Findings have shown that those who
exhibit more bullying participant behavior have higher extraversion scores (Scholte et al., 2005;
Sesar et al., 2011), whereas those with more victimization participation tend to have low levels
of extraversion (Slee & Rigby, 1993) and may be rejected by peers (Salmivalli et al., 1996), so it
is likely they are not outgoing or have large friendship circles. Therefore, it was predicted that
those who report higher levels of victimization participation behavior would also report lower
levels of extraversion.
Conscientiousness has been reported to be negatively associated with victimization
(Bollmer, Harris, & Milich, 2006). Although girls’ level of conscientiousness has been stated to
be higher than for adolescent boys, it is still negatively associated with both genders that
experience high levels of victimization. Thus, it was predicted that levels of conscientiousness
would be low for both boys and girls who experience higher levels of victimization behaviors.
Less literature has reported on the association between agreeableness and victimization
behaviors. Extant research has not reported any associations between levels of agreeableness and
victimization behaviors. However, the relationship between agreeableness and victimization
participation behaviors was explored in the current study.
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Hypothesis 4b: As stated above, findings have shown that those who exhibit more bully
participant behavior have higher extraversion scores (Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte
et al., 2005; Sesar et al., 2011). Therefore, it was predicted that higher levels of bullying
participant behavior would be associated with higher levels of extraversion. There would not be
gender differences.
Conscientiousness has been reported to be negatively associated with bullying behaviors
(Bollmer et al., 2006; Kokkinos et al., 2013) and also higher in girls than in boys (Gullone &
Moore, 2000; Spinath, Freudenthaler, & Neubauer, 2010). Therefore, it was predicted that it will
also be negatively associated in the proposed study for both boys and girls. However, the
association between conscientiousness and bullying behaviors would be negative and stronger
for boys than for girls.
Neuroticism has been reported to be associated with victimization participant behavior
(Bollmer, Harris, & Milich, 2005) and also with bullying behaviors (Menesini, Camodeca, &
Nocentini, 2010; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Tani, Greenman, Schneider, & Fregoso,
2003). It may be that neuroticism is highly associated with those central roles involved in
bullying transactions. It was predicted that neuroticism will be positively associated with
bullying behaviors for both girls and boys.
Last, low levels of agreeableness have been reported in five investigations and thus were
inversely related to bullying behavior (Book et al., 2012; Menesini et al., 2010; Mitsopolou &
Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte et al, 2005; Tani et al, 2003). Low levels of agreeableness have been
associated with higher levels of peer aggression (Tani, Greenman, Schneider, & Fregoso, 2003;
Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Book, Volk, & Hosker, 2012; Scholte, Van Lieshout, De Wit,
& Van Aken, 2005), low empathy, sympathy, and noncompliance (John & Srivastava, 1999).
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However, Jolliffe and Farrington (2011) found that low levels of agreeableness were associated
with the levels of boys’ bullying behavior, but not for females. Agreeableness is a measure of
trust, sympathy, and altruism (John & Srivastava, 1999), which are necessary elements to make
friends, even those who engage in relational aggression. Therefore, it was predicted that boys
who exhibit low rates of agreeableness would be more likely to engage in bullying behavior
while girls’ level of agreeableness would not be associated with their rate of bullying behavior.
Hypothesis 4c: Very little research has been conducted to investigate the relationship
between boys’ and girls’ Big Five personality factors and their outsider bully participation
behaviors. Therefore, these investigations were exploratory. Pronk, Olthof, and Goossens (2014)
reported that a negative association was found between children’s non-involvement in bullying
behaviors and extraversion. These findings are logical considering that children more introverted
may avoid altercations or larger social interactions as they may find them aversive and thus
remain largely outsiders within bullying scenarios. Additionally, Pronk et al. (2014) reported that
higher levels of outsider behaviors were largely related to lower levels of neuroticism, which
also is plausible given that research reviewed earlier suggests that high levels of victimization or
bullying are linked to higher levels of neuroticism (Bollmer, Harris, & Milich, 2006). Therefore,
it was predicted that levels of outsider behaviors will be negatively associated with neuroticism
and extraversion. Predictions were not definitively made regarding the association between
levels of conscientiousness and agreeableness with outsider behaviors for both girls and boys due
to the lack of published research. However, an examination of the association was included in
the study due to the lack of information regarding these variables.
Hypothesis 4d: Very little research has been conducted to investigate the relationship
between boys’ and girls’ Big Five personality factors and their defending bully participation
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behaviors. Therefore, these investigations were somewhat exploratory. However, Pronk, Olthof,
and Goossens (2014) reported that agreeableness was positively associated with defending
behavior. Further, defending behavior was negatively associated with neuroticism (Pronk,
Olthof, & Goossens, 2014). Therefore, it was predicted that levels of defending behaviors will be
positively associated with agreeableness and negatively associated with neuroticism for both
boys and girls. Predictions were not definitively made regarding the association between levels
of conscientiousness and extraversion with defending behaviors for both girls and boys due to
the lack of published research. However, an examination of the association has been included in
the current study due to the lack of information regarding these variables.
Research Question 5: Does social anxiety mediate the association between neuroticism
and levels of victimization for boys and girls?
Hypothesis 5a: Girls typically react to victimization in stronger ways and generally
ruminate over events and internalize the experience more than boys (Paquette & Underwood,
1999). Neuroticism encompasses anxiety and the two concepts are highly correlated (John &
Srivastava, 1999). Social anxiety is characterized by an intense fear of social interactions due to
the individual worrying of scrutiny or judgment from others (American Psychological
Association, 2013), but neuroticism is more than a measure of anxiety and includes other facets,
such as poor impulse control, depression, irritability, and shyness. Therefore, one’s level of
neuroticism cannot be understood by measuring an aspect of anxiety alone and gender may
explain the relationship further. Social anxiety may emerge after repeated events of
victimization. Craig (1998) reported that children identified as victims tended to have an anxious
demeanor which made them vulnerable as future targets. As bullying persists over time,
victimized children may increase their feelings of social anxiety as they anticipate the next
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bullying incident (Craig, 1998). Because social anxiety specifically focuses on fear of scrutiny or
judgment from others, it was predicted that the level of social anxiety would mediate the
relationship between neuroticism and peer victimization, but the association will be stronger for
girls. Therefore, it was predicted that social anxiety will mediate the relationship between
neuroticism and victimization much stronger for girls than for boys. Girls who report higher
neuroticism scores than boys will also report higher social anxiety scores and level of
victimization behavior, whereas girls that report the lower neuroticism scores will report lower
social anxiety scores and lower levels of victimization behavior. For boys, the same relationship
was predicted, but their levels of social anxiety were predicted to mediate the association
between neuroticism and victimization much less strongly.

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
The current study investigated the associations among levels of bullying behavior,
victimization behavior, outsider behavior, four personality traits, and social anxiety. Personality
traits’ association with bullying participant behaviors has not been as extensively researched and
thus was an important element to include in the current study. Additionally, social anxiety was
investigated as a potential correlate with levels of engagement in various bullying participant
behaviors.
Participants
A school-wide evaluation was conducted in a suburban junior high school in the
midwestern United States. All students were given the opportunity to participate in the study.
Parents were given a letter explaining the school-wide study that afforded them an opportunity
for their child to not participate in the study. This junior high implements a system of positive
behavior supports to promote a safe and supportive learning environment for students and staff.
These supports include such things as a behavior matrix and behavior tokens that can be
redeemed for rewards. Additionally, the student handbook not only describes various bullying
events that are not tolerated (i.e., cyber-bullying, theft, harassment) but also the consequences
should an event occur. After the all-school evaluation was conducted and a school report was
delivered to the school, IRB approval was obtained to use the extant, de-identified data for
research purposes. This age group was ideal for the current investigation because the incidence
of bullying tends to peak around early adolescence (Whitney & Smith, 1993) and because of the

55

high occurrence of social anxiety associated with being bullied in adolescence (Hawker &
Boulton, 2000). Children who participated completed the questionnaires electronically using the
Qualtrics online software system. For the school year when data were collected, the school
enrolled 659 students, but only 634 who participated in the study provided demographic
information during the data collection (see demographic information below in Table 1).
Demographic data is provided below based on student report.
Table 1
Demographic Information
Race/Ethnicity
White

Black

Hispanic

Asian

AmericanIndian

372 (58.1%)

61 (9.5%)

36 (5.6%)

83 (13%)

13 (2%)

Grade Enrollment
6th
240 (38%)

Pacific
Islander

Two or
more

0 (0%)

71(11%)

Boys
355 (56%)

7

8th

Gender
Girls

216 (34%)

177 (28%)

279 (44%)

th

*Note. Gender was coded 0 for boys and 1 for girls.
Measures
Participants completed rating scales that measured their involvement in four bullying
participant behaviors, four of the five categories included in their Big Five personality profile,
and their levels of social anxiety.
Big Five Questionnaire- Children Version (BFQ-C; Barbaranelli et al., 2003). The
BFQ-C is a 65- item test for measuring the Big Five factors of personality in late childhood. The
test format uses a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Almost Never) to 5 (Almost
Always). Only those items that measure the factors Conscientiousness (13 items), Neuroticism
(13 items), Extraversion (13 items), and Agreeableness (13 items) were included in the current
study. These four subscales were summed and also mean centered. The items that measure
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Openness were excluded due to a lack of established relationship between the variable and
involvement in any of the bullying roles (i.e., victim, bully, bully/victim, bystander). The BFQ-C
is phrase based and is not simply an adaptation from the adult version but was developed based
on a previous study by Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, and Cervone (2004) that focused on
personality factors of children. Caprara et al. had teachers and parents identify 104 out of 285
traits most commonly used to describe the personality of children ages 7-13, which resulted in
behavior phrases. Through pilot studies, the authors reduced the items to 65, equally distributed
among the five factors. In junior high students, the first component explained 19.8% of variance
and loaded especially by items of Openness (“When the teacher asks questions I am able to
answer correctly”). The second component explained 7.4% of variance and loaded especially by
items of Neuroticism (“I easily get angry”). The third component explained 4.8% of variance and
loaded especially by items of Extraversion (“I like to joke”). The fourth component explained
3.9% of variance and loaded especially by items of Agreeableness (“I let other people use my
things”). The fifth component explained 3.3% of variance and loaded especially by items of
Conscientiousness related to order, precision, and rules (“My room is in order”). All factor
correlations were lower than ±0.20 except for those among Conscientiousness and Agreeableness
(r=0.25) and also Agreeableness and Emotional Instability (r=−0.25). The internal consistencies
ranged from a low of Conscientiousness α =.80 and a high of Emotional Instability/Neuroticism
α =.99 and the mean α =.90. A copy of the BFQ-C that was used in the current study is attached
in Appendix A.
Screen for Child Anxiety Related Disorders (SCARED; Birmaher, Khetharpal, Cully,
Brent, & McKenzie, 1995). The SCARED is available as both a child and parent report
instrument that allows clinicians to screen children ages 8-18 for anxiety disorders. The
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instrument contains 41 items that group into five factors that parallel DSM-IV classifications of
generalized anxiety disorder, separation anxiety disorder, panic disorder, and social anxiety, as
well as symptoms of school-related phobia. The two versions have moderate agreement as well
as good internal consistency (Cronbach alphas range between .66-.96, Birmaher et al., 2009),
test-retest reliability, and discriminant validity. The instrument is also sensitive to treatment
response. For the purposes of the current study, only social anxiety was included in the analyses.
The sum of answer scores from the subscale was utilized in the analyses. According to the
SCARED, a score of 15 or higher on the Social Anxiety subscale may indicate the presence of
social anxiety in children and adolescents. A copy of the SCARED Social Anxiety subscale is
included in Appendix B.
Bullying Participant Behavior Questionnaire (BPBQ; Demaray, Summers, Jenkins, &
Becker, 2014). The Bullying Participant Behavior Questionnaire is a 50-item self-report measure
that examines 6th-8th-grade children’s (ages 10-14) behavior in various bully participant role
behaviors. These participant roles include the bully, victim, defender, assistant to the bully, and
outsider. The instrument has been shown to have high internal consistency among the subscales
(alpha coefficient ranged from .88-.94 for each subscale). Correlations of the items within a
subscale are significant and moderate to high (Demaray et al., 2014). Additionally, evidence of
convergent and divergent validity was established between the subscales included on the BPBQ
and other measures with comparable subscales included on the Behavioral Assessment Scale for
Children, Second Edition- Self-Report of Personality (Reynolds & Kamphus, 2004) and the
Social Skills Rating System (Gresham & Elliott, 1990). For the current study, assisting bully
participant behaviors was not included in the analyses due to the lack of research related to both
social anxiety and personality traits. The sum of scores for each of the four subscales was
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reported and utilized in all analyses (not mean scores). A copy of the items included on the
BPBQ is included in Appendix C.
Statistical Analyses
Statistical software. All statistical analyses were computed using the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 1995, 2013). SPSS is a widely used program to document,
manage, and analyze data in the social sciences. Question 5’s moderated mediation regression
analyses were conducted using the Process macro by Andrew Hayes (2013). Process is a
program that can be run through the SPSS software and completes a number of
mediation/moderation analyses automatically using an ordinary least squares or logistic
regression-based path analytic framework for estimating direct and indirect effects. The
software centers all pertinent predictor variables then creates interaction terms for any
moderators and calculates simple slope analyses for the levels of those moderators.
Preliminary analyses. Preliminary analyses were performed for all variables and
included an analysis of means and standard deviations, as well as other descriptive information.
Pearson correlations were conducted to examine patterns of association among all the variables.
Each of the four personality trait scores was centered.
Research Questions 1, 2, and 3 helped inform the subsequent analyses for the remaining
research questions. A 2 (gender) x 3 (grade) ANOVA was conducted on levels of social anxiety.
Also, four 2 (gender) x 3 (grade) MANOVAs were conducted for all the bully behavior scores
(victimization, bullying, defending, and outsider behavior).
Primary analyses. Hierarchical regressions were conducted to associate levels of bully
participant behaviors with gender, levels of personality characteristics, and the interaction of
personality characteristics by gender.
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To address Question 5, a statistical software Process macro was used; specifically,
Process Models 4 and 8, or mediation and moderated mediation respectively, were utilized.
Moderation is a test of whether the relationship between two variables depends on a third
variable and mediation is a test of the extent to which a causal variable influences an outcome
through another mediator variable (Hayes, 2013). Simple mediation commonly asks questions of
“how” and tests whether the extent to which a causal variable, X, influences the outcome
variable, Y, through one or more other variables (Hayes, 2013). For Research Question 5,
Process macro Model 4 was utilized when examining bullying, defending, and outsider behaviors
(see Figure 1).
Social Anxiety

Neuroticism

Bullying,
Defending, or
Outsider Behavior

Figure 1. Mediation Conceptual Model.
The conceptual model for Model 8 is a test of whether the indirect effect of the
independent variable (X) on the dependent variable (Y) through the mediator (M) differs at the
levels of a moderator (W). For this analysis which examined victimization behaviors, gender
will serve as W, social anxiety will serve as M1, neuroticism will serve as X, and level of peer
victimization will serve as Y (see Figure 2 below).
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Gender

Social Anxiety

Neuroticism

Victimization

Figure 2. Moderated Mediation Conceptual Model.
Because the Process macro does not provide relevant statistics for the first step of the
regression model, these statistics will be calculated separately via standard SPSS regression
methods. They will later be combined with results of the interaction step that was calculated in
Process. Bootstrapping was used for the current study (Preacher & Hayes, 2004).
Preliminary Analyses
Research Question 1: How do levels of social anxiety differ for boys and girls across
grade level? A 2 (gender) x 3 (grade) analysis of variance was conducted on levels of social
anxiety.
Hypotheses 1a and 1b: It was predicted that girls would have higher self-reported social
anxiety symptoms than would boys. It was predicted that boys’ and girls’ social anxiety scores
would be lower in 6th grade and significantly higher in 8th grade.
Research Question 2: How do levels of bullying behavior, levels of victimization, levels
of defending behavior, and outsider behavior differ for boys and girls across grade level? To test
this question, a 2 (gender) x 3 (grade) multivariate analysis of variance was conducted on level
of defending, victimizing, bullying, and outsider participant behaviors.
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Hypotheses 2a-2d: It was predicted that girls and boys would report similar levels of
bullying behavior and rates will remain consistent across Grades 6, 7, and 8. It was predicted that
there would not be significant differences in reported levels of victimization between boys and
girls within each grade but that there would be significant differences across grade, with younger
students being victimized more than older students. It was predicted that the population means
would not differ between girls and boys on the level of outsider bullying behavior. It was also
predicted that level of outsider behavior would not differ across Grades 6, 7, and 8. It was
predicted that girls and boys would engage in defending the victim at similar rates, but these
scores in defending behavior would be lower during younger grades and defending behaviors
would be higher at older grades as students experience victimization or witness bullying
behaviors over time at school and gain empathy for the victimized peer.
Research Question 3: How do levels of self-reported personality traits, including
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, differ for boys and girls across
grade level? A 2 (gender) x 3 (grade) multivariate analysis of variance was conducted on
students’ levels of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism personality
characteristics.
Hypotheses 3a – 3d: It was predicted that differences in levels of neuroticism would
exist and will be higher for girls than for boys, but differences would not exist among grade. It
was predicted that girls would be more extraverted than boys at each grade level, but both boys
and girls in older grades would have higher scores than students in lower grades. It was predicted
that girls would report higher agreeableness scores than boys, but girls’ and boys’ agreeableness
scores would differ across grades. It was predicted that girls would score higher than boys on
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their level of conscientiousness for each grade and that their respective levels of
conscientiousness would increase as they age.
Primary Analyses
Research Question 4: How are personality traits (neuroticism, extraversion,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness) associated with victimization, defending, bullying, and
outsider bully participant behaviors for boys and girls? To answer this question, hierarchical
multiple regression analyses were utilized. Four separate regressions were conducted for each of
the bully participant behaviors (victimizing, defending, bullying, and outsider). All four
personality variables (extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, and agreeableness) were
included as independent variables for each regression equation, with gender entered as a
moderator for each regression. Additionally, the interactions of gender with each personality trait
were added on step two for each of the regressions.
Hypotheses 4a- victimization: Levels of self-reported neuroticism would be positively
associated with levels of victimization for both boys and girls. Levels of self-reported
extraversion would be negatively associated with levels of peer victimization participant
behavior for both boys and girls. It was predicted that levels of conscientiousness would be
lower for both boys and girls who experience higher levels of victimization behaviors. The
relationship between agreeableness and victimization participation behaviors was explored in the
current study due to the lack of published research regarding these variables.
Hypothesis 4b- bullying: It was predicted that higher levels of bullying participant
behavior would be associated with higher levels of extraversion. There would not be gender
differences. It was predicted that it would also be negatively associated for both boys and girls.
However, the association between conscientiousness and bullying behaviors would be negative
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and stronger for boys than for girls. It was predicted that neuroticism would be positively
associated with bullying behaviors for both girls and boys. Last, it was predicted that boys who
exhibit low rates of agreeableness would be more likely to engage in bullying behavior. Girls’
level of agreeableness would not be associated with their rate of bullying behavior.
Hypothesis 4c- outsider behavior: These investigations were exploratory. It was
predicted that levels of outsider behaviors would be negatively associated with neuroticism and
extraversion. Exploratory analysis also examined the association between levels of
conscientiousness and agreeableness with outsider behaviors for both girls and boys.
Hypothesis 4d- defending behavior: In this exploratory analysis, it was predicted that
levels of defending behaviors would be positively associated with agreeableness and negatively
associated with neuroticism for both boys and girls. Predictions were not definitively made
regarding the association between levels of conscientiousness and extraversion with defending
behaviors for both girls and boys due to the lack of published research. However, an examination
of the association was included in the study due to the lack of information regarding these
variables.
Research Question 5: Does social anxiety mediate the association between neuroticism
and levels of victimization for boys and girls? This hypothesis was answered utilizing Process
macro Model 8, moderated mediation. For this analysis, gender served as the moderator, social
anxiety served as the mediator, neuroticism served as the independent variable, and level of peer
victimization served as the dependent variable.
Hypothesis 5a: It was predicted that the level of social anxiety would mediate the
relationship between neuroticism and peer victimization, but the association will be stronger for
girls. Girls who report higher neuroticism scores than boys would also report higher social
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anxiety scores and level of victimization behavior, whereas girls who report the lower
neuroticism scores would report lower social anxiety scores and lower levels of victimization
behavior. For boys, the same relationship was predicted, but their levels of social anxiety were
predicted to mediate the association between neuroticism and victimization much less strongly.
Based on hierarchical regression results from Research Question 4, additional analyses
were run post hoc. Due to the nature of these analyses, no hypotheses were generated. The
analyses are explained in greater detail in the results section.

CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
Preliminary Results
Missing data. Data were collected and examined for missing data and outliers. Of the
656 students who participated in the study, 12 were eliminated because they had more than 50%
of data missing. Next, mean imputation was utilized as the method to compute randomly missing
data. Mean amputation was utilized for all students with missing data but with 90% or more data
present. For example, on subtests with 10 items, each subject needed at least nine items
completed to compute the average score for the extra one or two missing items. Additionally, for
subscales of 13 items, at least 11 items were needed to be completed in order to be considered in
the analyses. However, for the social anxiety subscale which only included seven items, six
completed items were required in order to be added into any of the analyses. The final number of
students who were included in the study was 644. Mean imputation was utilized for these 644
participants. Table 2 lists the number of students with valid scores for each subscale. The number
of students with valid scores for each subscale ranges from 635 to 639. Therefore, less than 1.5%
of participants were ever excluded from a given subtest.
Descriptive statistics. Presented in Table 2 are key descriptive statistics for all variables.
Additionally, presented in Table 3 are all correlations among all key variables included in the
current study.
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Table 2.
Descriptive Statistics
Variable Name
Extraversion Score
Neuroticism Score
Agreeableness Score
Conscientiousness Score
Bullying Behavior Score
Victimization Behavior Score
Outsider Behavior Score
Defending Behavior Score
Social Anxiety Score

N
639
639
639
639
638
637
637
638
635

Mean
49.62
33.02
49.61
50.28
13.11
16.96
14.28
21.99
12.79

SD
7.87
9.34
5.58
8.36
4.82
8.50
6.87
10.51
3.54

Table 3.

Grade
Social Anxiety
Bullying Behavior
Victim Behavior
Defending Behavior
Outsider Behavior
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Neuroticism

1
.12
.20**
.10
.01
.09
.03
-.06
-.10
.07

-.05
1
.04
.15*
-.15*
.11
-.50**
-.34**
-.25**
.42**

.08
.02
1
.49**
.09
.45**
-.01
-.30**
-.28**
.32**

-.03
.13*
.52**
1
.29**
.33**
-.15*
-.21**
-.20**
.48**

-.10
.01
.14**
.25**
1
.08
.16**
.24**
.25**
.00

.10
.08
.47**
.28**
.27**
1
-.15*
-.25**
-.24**
.16**

.09
-.26**
.00
-.23**
.15**
-.06
1
.64**
.47**
-.24**

-.08
.02
-.22**
-.21**
.27**
-.16**
.62**
1
.71**
-.31**

-.06
-.01
-.20**
-.12**
.23**
-.18**
.50**
.74**
1
-.31**

Neuroticism

Conscientiousness

Agreeableness

Extraversion

Outsider Behavior

Defending Behavior

Victim Behavior

Bullying Behavior

Social Anxiety

Grade

Pearson Correlations of All Variables

.02
.29**
.18**
.32**
.11*
.22**
-.09**
-.13**
-.14**
1

Note. Boys are above the diagonal, girls are below the diagonal.
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level
*Correlation is significant at the .05 level

Reliability evidence for scales. Presented in Table 4 are the results of the internal
consistency analyses (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) of scales that comprised the independent and
dependent variables used in the study. As can be seen, the internal consistency of all variables
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can be classified as excellent or good (Kline, 2000), with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .83 to
.96. Therefore, the tests utilized in the current study can be considered a reliable estimate of each
given construct that was included.
Table 4.
Internal Reliability of Scales
Subscale
BFQ-C Extraversion
BFQ-C Agreeableness
BFQ-C Conscientiousness
BFQ-C Neuroticism
BPBQ Bullying Behavior
BPBQ Victimization Behavior
BPBQ Defending Behavior
BPBQ Outsider Behavior
SCARED Social Anxiety

Cronbach’s α
.83
.88
.88
.86
.89
.93
.96
.95
.83

Cases Included
608
598
611
604
633
628
628
625
632

Cases Excluded
51
61
48
55
26
31
31
34
27

Preliminary Analyses Results
To investigate significant differences in levels of social anxiety in boys and girls in
middle school, a 2 (gender) × 3 (grade) one-way univariate ANOVA was conducted on social
anxiety. Results showed that the corrected model was significant, F(1, 632) = 5.67, p < .001.
There was a main effect of gender, F(1, 632) = 19.67, p < .001. Follow-up pairwise comparisons
indicated that girls have higher social anxiety than boys (see Table 5). There was no significant
main effect for grade, F(2, 631) = 19.67, p = .55. The interaction between gender and grade was
significant, such that the pattern of social anxiety scores was slightly different for girls and boys
across grade F(1, 632) = 56.59, p = .01 (see Figure 3). For example, girls in 7th and 8th grades
scored higher in their level of social anxiety than girls in 6th grade, whereas boys in 7th and 8th
grades actually scored lower than boys in 6th grade (see Table 5).

68
Table 5
Means and Standard Deviations of Social Anxiety by Grade and Gender

Boys
Sixth Grade
Seventh Grade
Eighth Grade
Girls
Sixth Grade
Seventh Grade
Eighth Grade
Total
Sixth Grade
Seventh Grade
Eighth Grade

N
354
137
125
92
279
103
91
85
633
240
216
177

Mean
12.27
12.59
11.93
12.25
13.46
12.73
14.03
13.73
12.87
12.65
12.98
12.99

SD
3.29
3.33
3.30
3.22
3.71
3.46
3.55
4.07
3.50
3.39
3.42
3.65

Note. Scores can range from 7 to 21 on each subscale. Boys were coded as 0 and girls were coded at 1.

Figure 3. ANOVA results of Gender and Grade on Social Anxiety.

A MANOVA was conducted to investigate grade and gender differences among levels of
bully participant behaviors. Gender and grade level were entered as the independent variables
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and the four bully participant behaviors (bullying behavior, levels of victimization, defending
behavior, and outsider behavior) were entered as the dependent variables. There was a main
effect of both gender, Wilk's Λ = 0.974, F(1, 628) = 4.119, p = .003, and grade, Wilk's Λ =
0.972, F(2, 628) = 2.21, p = .025, as described below.
Follow-up ANOVAs for the main effect of grade indicated significant differences on
outsider behavior, F(1, 628) = 3.05, p = .04, and bullying behavior, F (2, 632) = 5.66, p = .004.
Pairwise comparisons indicated that 6th graders were significantly less likely to engage in
bullying behavior or act as an outsider than 7th or 8th graders (see Table 6). There were no
significant differences between 7th and 8th graders in their likelihood to bully or act as an
outsider.
Follow-up ANOVAs for the main effect of gender revealed a significant difference only
for bullying behaviors, F(1, 633) = 6.36, p = .012. Pairwise comparisons indicated that boys
were significantly more likely to engage in bullying than girls (see Table 6). There were no other
significant gender differences.
In sum, differences were present for grade (p < .001) and gender (p = .01) on two
bullying participant behaviors. Seventh- and 8th-grade children were much more likely to report
bullying others than 6th-grade children, and at every grade level, boys were significantly more
likely to report engaging in bullying behaviors than girls. Also, differences were found among
grade levels for outsider behaviors (p = .048) as older children were much more likely to report
outsider behavior than were younger children.
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Table 6
Means and Standard Deviations of Bully Participant Behavior by Gender and Grade

Sixth grade
Boys
Girls
Seventh grade
Boys
Girls
Eighth grade
Boys
Girls
Total
Boys
Girls

N
240
137
103
220
126
93
177
91
84
637
354
280

Bullying
12.31 (3.70)
12.83 (4.33)
11.61 (2.47)
13.58 (6.20)
14.17 (7.13)
12.83 (4.62)
13.61 (4.02)
13.78 (3.94)
13.42 (4.15)
13.11 (4.82)
13.55 (5.43)
12.56 (3.88)

Victimization
16.36 (8.22)
16.49 (8.06)
16.13 (8.46)
17.64 (9.04)
17.48 (9.18)
17.74 (8.88)
16.93 (8.17)
15.73 (7.64)
18.29 (8.58)
16.94 (8.50)
13.11 (4.83)
17.33 (8.65)

Defending
22.01 (10.10)
21.99 (9.99)
22.02 (10.30)
23.08 (11.78)
23.12 (11.72)
22.75 (11.66)
22.00 (10.51)
19.12 (8.37)
22.34 (9.91)
21.94 (10.46)
21.66 (10.37)
22.36 (10.62)

Outsider
13.38 (5.72)
13.62 (5.06)
13.07 (6.52)
14.77 (7.71)
15.51 (8.67)
13.83 (6.10)
14.27 (6.87)
15.26 (7.93)
14.37 (6.22)
14.28 (6.88)
14.71 (7.30)
13.71 (5.29)

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. Scores can range from 0 to 40 on each subscale. Boys were
coded as 0 and girls were coded at 1.

A MANOVA was conducted to investigate gender and grade differences in self-reported
personality characteristics (i.e., extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism).
Gender and grade were entered as independent variables and level of extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism were entered as dependent variables. The
MANOVA results suggested statistically significant main effects of gender, F(1, 636) = 17.885,
Wilk’s .90, p < .001, and grade, F(2, 635) = 2.446, Wilk’s .97, p = .013. However, the
interaction of grade and gender was not significant (Wilk’s .992, p = .745).
Follow-up ANOVAs for the main effect of gender indicated significant differences on the
level of agreeableness, F(1, 646) = 24.70, p < .001, and conscientiousness, F(1, 646) = 15.61, p <
.001. Pairwise comparisons indicated that girls reported significantly higher agreeableness scores
and conscientiousness scores than boys (see Table 7). No gender differences were found for
extraversion or neuroticism.
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Follow-up ANOVAs for the main effect of grade revealed no significant main effects on
any of the dependent variables despite the significant result reported above in the Wilk’s 
Table 7
Means and Standard Deviations of Personality Characteristics by Gender and Grade

Sixth Grade
Boys
Girls
Seventh Grade
Boys
Girls
Eighth Grade
Boys
Girls
Total
Boys
Girls

N
240
137
103
220
127
93
177
92
85
637
356
281

Extraversion
49.34 (7.16)
49.29 (7.04)
49.40 (7.35)
49.07 (8.37)
49.99 (8.41)
47.81 (8.19)
50.60 (8.11)
51.12 (7.99)
50.02 (8.26)
49.60 (7.87)
50.02 (7.79)
49.07 (7.94)

Agreeableness
50.45 (7.73)
48.91 (7.16)
52.49 (7.80)
48.92 (9.35)
47.92 (9.39)
50.29 (9.18)
49.23 (8.61)
47.24 (8.82)
51.40 (7.88)
49.59 (8.58)
48.15 (8.51)
51.43 (8.32)

Conscientiousness
50.94 (7.55)
49.60 (7.17)
52.72 (7.71)
50.06 (9.03)
49.08 (9.43)
51.40 (8.33)
49.56 (8.51)
43.39 (8.17)
51.71 (8.25)
50.25 (8.36)
49.11 (8.27)
51.71 (8.25)

Neuroticism
32.65 (8.74)
32.30 (8.04)
33.11 (9.61)
32.97 (9.75)
32.42 (10.65)
33.73 (8.35)
33.64 (9.68)
32.69 (9.35)
34.66 (9.97)
33.03 (9.36)
32.42 (9.35)
33.79 (9.32)

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. Scores can range from 13 to 65 on each subscale. Boys were
coded as 0 and girls were coded at 1.

Primary Analyses Results
To investigate how personality traits (i.e., neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness) are associated with victimization, defending, bullying, and outsider bullying
participant behaviors for boys and girls, multiple regression analyses were utilized. Four separate
hierarchical regressions were conducted for each of the bully participant behaviors (victimizing,
defending, bullying, and outsider). All four personality variables (extraversion, neuroticism,
conscientiousness, and agreeableness) and gender were included as independent variables on step
one for each regression equation. Additionally, the interaction of gender and each personality
trait was added on step two for each of the hierarchical regressions. Significant main effects were
reported when Model 1 was significant, whereas any significant interactions were reported when
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Model 2 was significant. Model 2 was considered significant if the change in R2 was also
significant.
Reports of victimization. First, hierarchical regressions examined the association
between reported victimization and extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism,
and gender (see results in Table 8 below). The regression equation was significant on Model 1 (R
= .42, R2 = .17, p < .001). Next, for Model 2, victimization was regressed on gender, each of the
personality variables listed above, and each of the personality variables and their interactions
with gender. Model 2 was also significant (R = .43, R2Δ = .014, p = .03), suggesting that
interaction terms were significant and interpretable. Model 1 predicted 16.7% of the variance
(Adj. R2 = .167) and Model 2 predicted 17.6% of the variance (Adj. R2 = .176). Because Model 2
was significant when the interaction terms were entered, it will be interpreted for the interaction,
whereas Model 1 will be interpreted for any significant main effects.
Table 8.
Regression Results, Victimization Behaviors
β

SE β

Beta

t

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender

.33
-.10
-.10
.04
.40

.03
.05
.06
.06
.65

.36
-.10
-.10
.04
.02

9.64
-2.07
-1.71
.76
.62

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender
Extrav×gender
agreeable×gender
conscient×gender
neuroticism×gender

.11
-.36
-.24
.25
.36
.18
.10
-.13
.15

.10
.15
.18
.17
.65
.10
.12
.11
.07

.12
-.33
-.24
.24
.02
.25
.15
-.20
.26

1.08
-2.33
-1.31
1.46
.56
1.76
.80
-1.23
.25

Model 1 R2= .17

Model 2 R2Δ=.01

*Note. Boys were coded as 0, girls were coded as 1.

Sig.
.00
.00*
.04*
.09
.45
.54
.03
.28
.02
.19
.15
.28
.08
.43
.22
.03*
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First, level of self-reported extraversion was negatively associated with levels of reported
victimization for both genders β = -.10, t(630) = -2.07, p = .04. This hypothesis was supported
and there was not an interaction of gender. That is, lower levels of extraversion were associated
with higher levels of being victimized.
Second, level of self-reported neuroticism was positively associated with levels of selfreported victimization for both genders β = 0.33, t(630) = 9.64, p <.001. Therefore, higher levels
of neuroticism were associated with higher levels of victimization.
Next, when looking at Model 2, another significant result was found. It was predicted that
levels of self-reported neuroticism would be positively associated with levels of victimization for
both genders. The interaction between gender and neuroticism was significant, β = .154, t(630) =
-2.245, p = .025. The association between neuroticism and victimization was stronger for girls
than boys (see Figure 4). Specifically, with higher levels of neuroticism, there were higher levels
of reported victimization for both boys and girls, but this association was stronger for girls than
for boys. Girls with higher levels of neuroticism were more likely to experience higher rates of
victimization than boys with high levels of neuroticism. These results, along with the preliminary
findings regarding the gender differences in social anxiety, were further explored in Research
Question 5.
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Victimization

Level of Victimization
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Boys
Girls
Low

Medium

High

Neuroticism

Note. Boys were coded as 0 and girls were coded at 1.
Figure 4. Interaction of Gender and Neuroticism on Level of Victimization Behavior
There was no significant association found between conscientiousness and victimization.
It was predicted that levels of conscientiousness would be lower for both boys and girls who
experience higher levels of victimization behaviors. A review of Model 2 (see Table 8) shows
that this hypothesis was not supported, β = .245, t(630) = 1.456, p = .146, as level of
conscientiousness did not significantly predict level of victimization for either gender.
Also, there was not a significant association found between level of victimization
behaviors and agreeableness. The investigation on levels of agreeableness across grades and
between genders was exploratory and no predictions were made. The relationship between
agreeableness and victimization participation behaviors was not significant in Model 2, β = .245, t(630) = -1.312, p = .19. Level of agreeableness was not significantly associated with level
of victimization behavior.
Bullying behaviors. A hierarchical regression examined the association between
bullying behaviors and the personality characteristics of extraversion, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and neuroticism, as well as gender. Interactions of each of the personality
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characteristics and gender were added to the model on step two. The independent variables all
accounted for a significant amount of variance in bullying behaviors. Model 1 was significant (R
= .381, R2Δ = .145, p < .001), but Model 2 was not (R = .381, R2Δ = .00, p = .987; see Table 9).
Model 1 predicted 13.8% of the variance (Adj. R2=.138), whereas Model 2 actually predicted
less variance when the interactions were added to the model, 13.3% (Adj. R2 = .133). Therefore,
interactions cannot be interpreted and only main effects of extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and gender were considered. There were three significant
independent predictors of bullying behavior: extraversion, neuroticism, and agreeableness.
Table 9.
Regression Results, Bullying Behaviors
β

SE β

Beta

t

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender

.10
.16
-.17
-.05
-.26

.02
.03
.04
.03
.38

.19
.26
-.30
-.09
-.03

4.93
5.41
-4.98
-1.65
-.68

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender
Extrav×gender
agreeable×gender
conscient×gender
neuroticism×gender

.07
.16
-.17
-.08
-.27
.01
-.01
.02
.02

.06
.09
.11
.10
.38
.06
.07
.06
.04

.14
.25
-.30
-.14
-.03
.00
.00
.06
.05

1.08
-2.33
-1.31
1.46
.56
1.76
.80
-1.23
2.25

Model 1 R2= .145

Model 2 R2Δ= .00

Sig.
.00
.00*
.00*
.00*
.10
.50
.99
.23
.08
.11
.40
.48
.98
.99
.73
.65

*Note. Boys were coded as 0, girls were coded as 1.

It was predicted that higher levels of bullying participant behavior would be associated
with higher levels of extraversion, but there would not be gender differences, and this hypothesis
was supported, β = .157, t(631) = 5.41, p <.001. Higher levels of extraversion were associated
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with higher levels of bullying behavior and there were no gender differences on level of the
association between extraversion and bullying behavior.
It was predicted that neuroticism would be positively associated with bullying behaviors
for both girls and boys. This hypothesis was supported, β = .096, t(631) = 4.938, p < .001.
Higher levels of neuroticism were associated with higher levels of bullying behavior.
Last, it was predicted that boys who exhibit low rates of agreeableness would be more
likely to engage in bullying behavior, whereas girls’ level of agreeableness would not be
associated with their rate of bullying behavior. This hypothesis was not supported, as a
significant negative association was found between agreeableness and bullying behaviors
regardless of gender, β = -.172, t(631) = -4.975, p < .001. Those who indicated that they had
high levels of agreeableness also self-reported that they engaged in lower levels of bullying
behaviors.
Conscientiousness was not a significant predictor for engagement in bullying behavior. It
was predicted that conscientiousness would be negatively associated with bullying behavior for
both boys and girls, but the association would be stronger for boys than for girls. This hypothesis
was not supported, β = -.052, t(631) = -1.651, p = .099, and conscientiousness was not
significantly associated, either positively or negatively, with bullying behavior.
Last, in this current regression equation on bullying behavior, there were no gender
differences when all personality traits were entered, β = -.257, t(631) = -.683, p = .495.
Therefore, predictions that suggested gender differences in regards to the association to each
personality trait and bullying behaviors were not supported. The results from the current finding
on gender, personality traits, and bullying behavior compared to findings from Research
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Question 2, which reported gender differences on bullying behavior, will be reviewed in the
discussion.
Outsider behavior. Hierarchical regression examined the relationship between outsider
behaviors and the personality characteristics of extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness,
and neuroticism, as well as gender. These investigations were exploratory. The Model 1 for
outsider behaviors was found to be significant (R = .271, R2Δ = .73, p < .001), but Model 2 was
nonsignificant when the interactions between gender and each personality characteristic were
computed and added into the regression equation (R = .280, R2Δ = .005, p = .474). Model 1
predicted 6.6% of the variance (Adj. R2=.066) while Model 2 predicted slightly less at 6.5%
(Adj. R2=.065; see Table 10 for a full presentation of hierarchical regression results). Two
significant results emerged as main effects of outsider behaviors.
Table 10.
Regression Results, Outsider Behaviors
β

SE β

Beta

t

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender

.11
.04
-.09
-.09
-.56

.03
.04
.05
.05
.56

.16
.05
-.11
-.11
-.04

3.93
1.01
-1.77
-1.94
-1.01

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender
Extrav×gender
agreeable×gender
conscient×gender
neuroticism×gender

.26
.10
-.03
-.12
-.51
-.04
-.05
.02
-.10

.09
.13
.16
.15
.56
.09
.10
.10
.06

.35
.11
-.03
-.15
-.04
-.07
-.09
.03
-.21

2.92
.73
-.16
-.82
-.92
-.43
-.46
.18
-1.74

Model 1 R2 = .07

Model 2 R2Δ= .01

*Note. Boys were coded as 0, girls were coded as 1.

Sig.
.00
.00*
.31
.07
.05*
.31
.47
.00
.47
.87
.41
.36
.67
.65
.86
.08
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It was predicted that outsider behavior would be associated with neuroticism but that
there would be gender differences in the strength of the association. First, level of neuroticism
was positively associated with outsider behaviors for both boys and girls, β = .114, t(630) =
3.932, p < .001. However, the association was not stronger for boys or girls, suggesting that boys
and girls with higher levels of neuroticism are both as likely to engage in outsider behaviors.
Second, although no predictions were made between the levels of conscientiousness and
outsider behavior, a significant result was found. Level of conscientiousness was negatively
associated with outsider behaviors for both boys and girls, β = -.091, t(630) = -1.939, p = .05.
It was predicted that level of extraversion would be negatively associated with outsider
behavior. Exploratory analysis also examined the association of agreeableness with outsider
behaviors for both girls and boys. There were no significant associations found between
extraversion and outsider behavior, β = 0.04, t(630) = 1.01, p = .31, or between agreeableness
and outsider behavior, β = -.09, t(630) = -1.77, p = .07.
Defending behavior. A hierarchical regression was conducted to examine the association
of defending behaviors with the personality characteristics of extraversion, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and neuroticism, as well as gender in step one; the interactions of each personality
characteristic and gender were added in step two. First, the Model 1 of the hierarchical
regression was significant (R = .297, R2Δ = .088, p < .001) and predicted 8.1% of the variance
(Adj. R2=.081), whereas Model 2 was nonsignificant (R = .300, R2Δ = .071, p = .872) and
predicted less variance at 7.7% (Adj. R2=.077). This indicates that, for the current study, there
are no significant interactions of personality characteristics and gender, and their association
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with defending behavior and Model 1 was interpreted. Three significant main effects were found
(see Table 11).
Table 11.
Regression Results, Defending Behaviors

Model 1

β

SE β

Beta

t

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender

.15
-.01
.25
.15
-.70

.04
.07
.08
.07
.84

.13
-.01
.21
.12
-.03

3.31
-.21
3.25
2.18
-.83

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Gender
ExtravXgender
agreeableXgender
conscientXgender
neuroticismXgender

.21
-.10
.41
.00
-.67
.06
-.11
.11
-.05

.19
-.08
.34
.00
-.03
.07
-.14
.13
-.06

1.59
-.50
1.72
-.02
-.79
.46
-.70
.76
-.53

R2= .09

Model 2 R2Δ= .00
.13
.20
.24
.22
.85
.13
.16
.14
.09

Sig.
.00
.00*
.84
.00*
.03*
.41
.87
.11
.62
.09
.99
.43
.65
.48
.45
.60

*Note. Boys were coded as 0, girls were coded as 1.

First, it was predicted that levels of defending behaviors would be positively associated
with agreeableness. The results suggested that agreeableness was positively associated with
defending behavior, β = .252, t(631) = 3.249, p = .001, and the strength of the association did not
differ between genders. Thus, higher levels of agreeableness were associated with higher levels
of defending behaviors for both boys and girls.
It was also predicted that defending behaviors would be negatively associated with
neuroticism for both boys and girls. Surprisingly, neuroticism was also associated with defending
behaviors, but in the opposite direction than predicted, β = .145, t(631) = -3.309, p = .001.
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Higher levels of neuroticism were associated with higher levels of defending behavior and the
strength of the association did not differ significantly by gender.
Next, although predictions were not made regarding the association between levels of
conscientiousness, a main effect was found. Conscientiousness was significantly related to
defending behavior and the association again did not differ by gender, β = .154, t(631) = 2.182, p
= .03. Higher levels of conscientiousness were positively associated with higher levels of
defending behaviors.
Last, predictions were not made regarding the association between level of extraversion
and defending behaviors for girls and boys due to the lack of published research. However, an
examination of the association was included within the hierarchical regression. Extraversion was
not significantly associated with defending behaviors, β = -0.01, t(631) = -0.21, p = .84.
Moderated mediation. To investigate whether social anxiety mediates the association
between neuroticism and levels of victimization for boys and girls, Process macro Model 8,
moderated mediation, was utilized. For this analysis, gender served as the moderator, social
anxiety served as the mediator, neuroticism served as the independent variable, and level of peer
victimization served as the dependent variable.
Using Model 8 in Process, it was tested whether or not social anxiety could mediate the
interaction between neuroticism and gender predicting victimization behavior. This type of
mediation is called “first stage and direct effect moderation.” This model allows the direct and
indirect effects of an independent variable (X, neuroticism) on a dependent variable (Y,
victimization) through a mediator (M, social anxiety) to be moderated (W, gender). This
conceptual model is a test of whether the indirect effect of neuroticism on victimization through
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social anxiety differs between males and females. A bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes,
2004) was used to examine this moderated mediation model. Bootstrapping creates a large,
predetermined number of samples by sampling with replacement and calculates the indirect
effect in each sample. For the current study, 1,000 samples were created. The distribution of the
estimated effects from all of the samples was then examined to determine whether the indirect
effect was significant. If the 95% confidence interval of estimated indirect effects did not include
zero, it was concluded that the indirect effect was significantly different from zero at p < .05.
Figure 5 illustrates that neuroticism was the focal predictor, social anxiety was the mediator, and
gender as the moderator of the indirect effect.

Gender
Social Anxiety

Neuroticism

Victimization

Figure 5. A moderated mediation model with neuroticism as the focal predictor, social anxiety as
a mediator of neuroticism’s effect on victimization, and gender moderating the indirect effect of
social anxiety on neuroticism and victimization.
To test the competing model that social anxiety mediates the effect of neuroticism on
victimization, Model 8 in Process was utilized. Model 8 is designed to examine how social
anxiety affects the association between neuroticism on victimization, as well as if the indirect
effect is moderated by gender. In other words, does gender impact the mediation model?
Evidence of moderation of the indirect effect of gender was found in a statistically significant
interaction between neuroticism and gender in the model of social anxiety: a3 = 0.06, p = .02.
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Therefore, the first stage of the mediation model was moderated. Further, the indirect effect of
gender was also found in a statistically significant interaction between neuroticism and gender in
the model of victimization: b1 = .16, p = .01. Results of the bootstrapping analysis with
victimization as the outcome, which are presented in Table 12, are as follows. First, the index of
moderated mediation suggests that the indirect effect of neuroticism on victimization through
social anxiety was not significant, b = -.02, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.07, .01]; the mediation model
did not significantly differ among males and females. Next, the conditional indirect effects were
examined. The conditional indirect effect of relational victimization on neuroticism through
social anxiety was not significant for males, b = -.0002, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.02, .02], or females,
b = -.0003, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.04, .03]. Therefore, although gender did moderate the
relationship between neuroticism and social anxiety, as well as the relationship between
neuroticism and victimization, the entire moderated mediation conditional process model was not
significant for either gender. For neither boys nor girls, level of social anxiety did not further
explain the relationship between neuroticism and victimization. These findings will be explored
in the discussion.
Table 12
Moderated Mediation: Conditional Indirect Effects of Neuroticism on Victimization Through
Social Anxiety for Males and Females

Gender
Males
Females

Effect
-.0002
-.0003

SE
.0124
.0197

95% Confidence Interval
Lower
Upper
-.0258
.0239
-.0397
.0382
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Mediation. Additionally, based on results from Research Question 4, an additional
question was raised: Does social anxiety mediate the association between neuroticism and each
of the remaining four bully participant behaviors (bullying, defending, and outsider behavior)?
To address this question, simple mediation (Process macro Model 4) was utilized to examine the
association between neuroticism, social anxiety, and each of the other bully participant
behaviors: bullying, defending, and outsider behavior (see Figure 6). The decision to run simple
mediation rather than moderated mediation was based on several factors.

Social Anxiety

Neuroticism

Defending,
Bullying, or
Outsider
Behaviors

Figure 6. A mediation model with neuroticism as the focal predictor, social anxiety as the
mediator of neuroticism’s effect on bully participant behaviors, and either defending, bullying, or
outsider behaviors as the outcome.
First, it was found that each of these bully participant behaviors was, either positively or
negatively, significantly associated with neuroticism. Previous literature also suggests that
neuroticism and social anxiety are highly correlated, as was determined in the current evaluation.
However, the literature reviewed suggests a negative relationship between social anxiety and
bullying, defending, and outsider behaviors. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), “mediators
can explain how external physical events (i.e., bully participation behaviors) take on internal
psychological significance” as well as the significance of the model results from Question 4.
None of Model 2’s hierarchical regressions, which included the interactions of each personality
trait with gender, were significant for these three bully participant behaviors, so gender was not
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included in these mediation analyses as a moderator for each of these behaviors. For these
reasons, simple mediation analyses were chosen in order to determine how social anxiety
influences the relationship between neuroticism and defending, bullying, and outsider behaviors.
However, because these decisions were made based on results from Research Question 4, no
predictions were made a priori for these analyses.
Bullying behavior. In the current model, neuroticism served as the predictor, social
anxiety served as the mediator, and bullying behavior served as the outcome variable. Partial
mediation was found for bullying behaviors. First, the total effect, or neuroticism predicting
bullying behavior, was significant, F(1, 632) = 33.87, R2 = .051, p < .001. Level of neuroticism
was significantly positively associated with bullying behavior, c1=.12, t(632) = 5.82, p < .001.
Next, using the equation, neuroticism also significantly predicted level of social anxiety,
F(1,632) = 90.76, p < .001, R2 = .13. Higher levels of neuroticism were associated with higher
levels of social anxiety, b =.13, t(632) = 9.52, p < .001. Last, the direct and indirect effects of X
on Y (Y = iy*+c1X + ey*) were also significant, F(2,631) = 18.79, p < .001, R2 = .056. Social
anxiety was a significant negative predictor of bullying behavior, b = -.11, t(631) = -1.89, p =
.05. Next the indirect effects were examined. Mediation was not supported in the current model
because the bootstrapping confidence interval of the indirect effect did pass through zero, b = .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.04, .01]. See Table 13 below.
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Table 13
Mediation: Conditional Indirect Effects of Neuroticism on Bullying Behavior Through Social
Anxiety

Effect
-0.0144

SE
.0103

95% Confidence Interval
Lower
Upper
-.0352
.0066

Outsider behavior. In this model, neuroticism again served as the predictor variable,
social anxiety served as the mediator variable, and outsider behavior served as the outcome
variable. First, path a, or neuroticism (X) predicting social anxiety (M), was significant, F(1,632)
= 90.76, p < .001, R2 = .13. Level of neuroticism was a significant predictor of level of social
anxiety, b = .135, t(632) = 9.53, p < .001. The total effects model was also significant, c1 = .128,
F(1, 632) = 20.19, R2 = .03, p < .001. However, when examining the indirect effect of X on Y,
the model was no longer significant, b = .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.02, .03] (see Table 14 below).
Therefore, although neuroticism is a strong predictor for both level of social anxiety and outsider
behavior when factored separately, the current results suggest that level of social anxiety cannot
further explain the relationship between neuroticism and outsider behavior.
Table 14
Mediation: Conditional Indirect Effects of Neuroticism on Outsider Behavior Through Social
Anxiety

Effect
.0060

SE
.0126

95% Confidence Interval
Lower
Upper
-.0167
.0317
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Defending behavior. In this model, neuroticism again served as the predictor variable,
social anxiety served as the mediator variable, and defending behavior served as the outcome
variable. First, path a, or X (neuroticism) predicting M (social anxiety), was significant, F(1,632)
= 90.76, p < .001, R2 = .13. Level of neuroticism was a significant predictor of level of social
anxiety, b = .135, t(632) = 9.53, p < .001. In a traditional sense, mediation was not found because
level of neuroticism (X) was not a significant predictor of defending behavior (Y), c1 =.0822,
F(1, 632) = 3.39, R2 = .005, p = .06. However, according to Hayes (2013), modern thinking about
mediation analysis does not require evidence of a total effect prior to computation of direct and
indirect effects. Last, when examining X (neuroticism) and M (social anxiety) together
predicting Y (defending behavior) the equation was also significant, F(2, 631) = 4.58, R2 = .014,
p = .01. Social anxiety was a significant negative predictor of defending behavior, b = -.299,
t(631) = -2.397, p = .01. Both the direct effect of X on Y, b = .13, SE = .05, p =.01, 95% CI [.03,
.22], and the indirect effect of mediation, b = -.04, SE = .02, 95% CI [-.08, -.01], were significant
(see Table 15 below). Therefore, level of social anxiety can further explain the relationship
between neuroticism and defending behavior. These results will be explored further in the
discussion.
Table 15
Mediation: Conditional Indirect Effects of Neuroticism on Defending Behavior Through Social
Anxiety

Effect
-0.0404

SE
.0198

95% Confidence Interval
Lower
Upper
-0.0803
-0.0052
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Regardless of whether one adopts this new way of conceptualizing mediation, (i.e.,
ignoring the significance of the total effect) the results are interesting to consider. Adding social
anxiety into the analyses affected the outcome of level of defending behavior. When rates of
neuroticism were low, participants were more likely to report lower social anxiety scores and, in
turn, were more likely to engage in defending behaviors. These results will be further discussed
in the following chapter.

CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
Introduction
The current investigation examined middle school students’ self-reported levels of
personality characteristics, involvement in four different bully participation behaviors, and social
anxiety. Further, comparisons were made on these variables between genders and across 6th, 7th,
8th grades. Two theories were introduced that may explain the reasons why boys and girls report
different levels of these variables, as well as the associations between them. Social information
processing theory suggests that behaviors occur due to our sequence of cognitive processes
(Dodge & Crick, 1990). When applied to childhood aggression, this theory claims that a
deficiency in social competence initiates bullying behaviors, maladaptive behaviors are preceded
by poor social abilities, and children who engage in bullying behaviors have poor decisionmaking skills (Arsenio & Lemerise, 2001). The other theory that was utilized in the current
investigation was social learning theory. Social learning theory suggests that learning occurs
either by observation or direct instruction (Bandura, 1977). According to Bandura, the individual
must attend to an event, retain a memory of the observation, convert the memory into similar
actions, and be motivated by an incentive to the exhibited behavior (Grusec, 1992). Thus,
according to social learning theory, the external environment, to a large extent, contributes to the
acquisition and maintenance of aggression, whereas cognitive processes largely drive behavior
according to social information processing theory.
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Preliminary Analyses
Key constructs in the current sample. First, it is important to briefly discuss the
frequency of the key constructs in the current sample. Overall, students in the current sample
were reporting moderate levels of victimization and bullying behaviors relative to other samples.
For example, the mean score for both boys and girls corresponds to “less than once or twice a
month” or “3-4 times per month” overall for all subscales included from the BPBQ. Comparing
the current scores on the BPBQ to the initial norming of the measure (Demaray et al., 2014),
boys and girls replied in similar patterns across all subscales included in the current
investigation. Further, there are no critical levels for each subscale; rather, they are all measured
along a spectrum of behaviors. Thus, an expected amount of these behaviors occurred in the
current sample compared with prior reports of the same age group.
However, it is important to understand whether the mean differences between genders
and across grades are both statistically significant and meaningful. For example, bullying scores
were 1 point apart for boys and girls, suggesting that boys, on average, endorsed one item 1 point
higher than girls (i.e., girls answered “1-2 times per month” and boys answered “3-4 times per
month”). Although the current results are consistent with prior published research that suggests
similar scores and that boys score significantly higher on bullying behaviors than girls, it may be
debatable whether “1-2 times” is significantly less than “3-4 times” on one item out of 10.
The current investigation also included four subscales from the Big Five Questionnaire
for Children (BFQ-C). The BFQ-C subscales have a large range of potential scores (13 to 65).
This measure does not classify scores into “low,” “moderate,” or “high” (i.e., there are no critical
or cut-off scores) but is also considered along a spectrum such as the BPBQ. Items are also
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answered along a 5-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1 (Almost Never) to 5 (Almost
Always). In the current investigation, most mean scores across the gender by grade groups who
participated in the current investigation did not vary more than 5 points across any of the
personality characteristics measured; thus, they all centered on the median score as would be
expected considering prior reports that suggest that participants fell along somewhat of a normal
distribution on each personality characteristic (Barbaranelli et al., 2003). Neuroticism had the
lowest reported levels for both girls and boys (see Table 7), which is consistent with research
published by Barbaranelli et al. (2003), as this characteristic commonly has a lower mean score
than other more positively focused characteristics, such as agreeableness.
Again, it is important to understand whether the significant mean differences on the BFQC between groups are meaningful. In the current investigation, gender differences between mean
scores on conscientiousness and agreeableness were less than 5 points apart (at every grade), yet
the mean gender differences were determined to be statistically different. Therefore, it may be
debatable whether these differences are considered meaningfully different given the possible
range of scores. However, the scores obtained for each subscale varied widely because different
participants scored at both extremes on each of the personality characteristics, and given the
number of participants included in the current investigation, significant differences were found.
Therefore, it is suggested that the significant gender and grade mean differences reported above
are, in fact, meaningfully different.
Last, for the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Disorders (SCARED) measure, there were
statistically significant scores present for both gender and the interaction of gender and grade,
but it is less clear whether these scores are meaningfully different, largely due to the small range
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of possible scores. When reviewing the table of social anxiety mean scores (see Table 5), it is
clear that the largest mean difference between any group (i.e., 7th-grade boys and 7th-grade girls)
is 2.5 points total, which may not seem like a significant difference. However, the seven-item
measure only has a possible range of 15 points and each item can only be rated as “Not True,”
“Sometimes True,” or “Very True,” suggesting that girls could have marked “Very True” on 3 of
7 items, whereas boys would have marked “Sometimes True” on those same items. Thus, the
small range of potential scores suggests greater differences between girls and boys than would
other measures that have a wider spread of possible scores.
According to the SCARED, a score of 15 or higher on the social anxiety subscale may
indicate the presence of social anxiety in children and adolescents. From the current sample, 635
had valid social anxiety scores, and 30%, or 188 participants, screened high, indicating that they
may struggle with social anxiety. This sizeable number of students who screened high on the
SCARED can be seen from the mean scores in Table 5. It should also be mentioned that this
measure’s suggested use is as a screening tool, not as a diagnostic tool. Additionally, only 32
students scored a 7 (the lowest possible score) and 32 students scored a 20 or 21 (the highest
possible scores). Examining the data shows that students were evenly dispersed across the range
of scores, with most students scoring somewhere in the middle of the score range. Previous
publications (Birmaher et al., 1995) that examined descriptive information regarding the
SCARED suggest that the population included in the current investigation indicated higher social
anxiety scores overall. However, they did report very close scores between boys and girls in line
with the current study, suggesting that the measure may reveal that small differences do reveal
significantly different scores between groups.
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Gender differences in bullying participant behaviors. First, boys were much more
likely to report engaging in bullying behavior (bullying others) than were girls. These current
findings are consistent with extant literature that suggests that girls display less involvement than
boys as the role of the bully (Isolan et al., 2013; Stavrinides, Geourgiou, & Theofanous, 2010).
However, girls have often displayed more bullying behaviors when considering all types of
bullying, such as relational victimization (Crick, 1995). An exploration of previous findings
compared to the current finding is necessary.
During middle school, girls are more likely than boys to be engaged in cyber or relational
victimization, while boys are more likely than girls to participate via physical or verbal means
(Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). Although the current evaluation did not separate bullying
behaviors further based on the type of victimization, there are inherent differences between these
types of bullying. Physical and verbal bullying occur in person and are more likely to be
witnessed explicitly during school hours because they are overt. When these occur and one
chooses to engage in outsider behaviors by ignoring the bullying, it may be a more blatant,
salient act of ignoring than outsider behaviors via cyber or relational means. It is likely that less
guilt is experienced when children engage in outsider behavior via technology because they are
physically removed from the situation (i.e., can close their browser window); the aggression is
often seen by a much larger audience, and this may dilute feelings of responsibility to advocate
for the victim. The different choices that one makes when choosing to ignore physical bullying
versus relational bullying are important and should not be ignored.
Therefore, because of the gender differences in likelihood of involvement of each kind of
bullying, it follows that differences would arise between girls’ and boys’ levels of bullying. The
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current study asked such questions targeting verbal, physical, and relational aggression but
clustered all questions regarding each participant behavior into one total score. Thus, future
research should more deeply investigate how strongly each gender endorsed the different types
(verbal, relational, physical) of bullying and outsider participant behaviors.
There were no significant differences found between boys’ and girls’ levels of
victimization behavior or defending behavior. These results are surprising considering that the
current study found that girls and boys engaged in different levels of bullying and outsider
behavior. Because boys and girls are not significantly different in their likelihood to be
victimized or defend a peer, it may be that they do this in different ways. Each behavior will be
reviewed in turn.
First, for victimization behaviors, girls and boys may victimize each other at similar rates
but do so using different methods (i.e., fighting, threatening, spreading rumors). On the other
hand, prior research cited throughout this document suggests that girls tend to have stronger
reactions when victimized than boys. Therefore, it could also be that boys are actually victimized
more than girls, but girls’ self-perception of being victimized is inflated and they feel particularly
targeted when victimized. Thus, girls may over-report being victimized and exaggerate the
experience. Both of these hypotheses are equally likely.
Second, for defending behaviors, it may be that these behaviors also occur through
different mediums or at different locations. For instance, girls are more likely to bully each other
through relational means, such as excluding a peer or spreading rumors about a classmate (Crick,
1995). Girls’ defensive behaviors may be attempting to stop the spread of the rumor or asking an
excluded peer to join a group. On the other hand, boys are more likely to bully other boys via
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physical and verbal means and often make threats (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). Therefore,
a boy who elects to defend must do so in a very different manner, such as blatantly asking the
bully to stop, run to tell a teacher, or use physical force to stop the fighting. As such, it seems
likely that girls and boys do defend same-gender peers at similar rates during middle school, but
their methods are likely very different and may not always go noticed by adults or peers. Further
exploration of defending behaviors is needed, especially in regards to the types of defending that
adolescents choose and their effectiveness.
Gender differences in personality characteristics. Agreeableness scores showed a
distinct pattern between boys and girls. Agreeableness is a broad characteristic that measures
trust, sympathy, and altruism, among other traits (John & Srivastava, 1999). Across all three
grades, girls were consistently, and significantly, higher in their self-reported agreeableness
scores, which is consistent with predictions. Research cited previously supports these findings.
Low levels of agreeableness have been reported in five investigations and thus were inversely
related to bullying behavior (Menesini et al., 2010; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Book et al.,
2012; Scholte et al, 2005; Tani et al, 2003), higher levels of peer aggression (Book, Volk, &
Hosker, 2012; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte, Van Lieshout, De Wit, & Van Aken,
2005; Tani, Greenman, Schneider, & Fregoso, 2003), and low levels of empathy, sympathy, and
compliance (John & Srivastava, 1999). Further, Jolliffe and Farrington (2011) found that low
levels of agreeableness were associated with the levels of boys’ bullying behavior, but not for
females. These differences may explain why girls reported higher levels of agreeableness than
boys.
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Conscientiousness was also found to be significantly different for boys and girls. Girls
were found to score significantly higher on a measure of conscientiousness than boys. Prior
literature exists that both agrees and disagrees with the current results. Spinath, Freudenthaler,
and Neubauer (2010) and Gullone and Moore (2000) reported that adolescent girls scored higher
in conscientiousness than boys, whereas Jolliffe and Farrington (2011) reported that girls had
higher levels of conscientiousness, but those girls who reported low levels of conscientiousness
also reported higher levels of bullying behavior. Therefore, it may be that boys’
conscientiousness scores generally fall along a normal curve distribution regardless of their
bullying behaviors, whereas girls’ conscientiousness scores may be much less of a normal
distribution. It may be that extremely low scores on conscientiousness allow girls to act
impulsively and ignore the negative consequences of bullying.
Last, neuroticism and extraversion were not significantly different between girls and
boys. This lack of significant differences between genders may be explained by the mixed results
reported in prior literature. Also, there remains a lack of research conducted on adolescents’
personality characteristics overall, but these current findings will be reviewed.
Jolliffe and Farrington (2011) reported that a heightened level of extraversion may be
displayed in girls’ higher involvement in relational aggression (Nansel et al., 2001), which
involves an element of social skills. On the other hand, Mitsopoulou and Giovaziolias (2015)
found higher scores of extraversion for boys. Boys are generally more engaged in bullying
(Stavrinides, Geourgiou, & Theofanous, 2010), which could explain their higher levels of
extraversion since bullying is social in nature (Salmivalli, 1999). Overall, it seems that results
regarding extraversion are mixed between genders because some studies find girls higher while
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others find boys’ scores to be higher, and the current evaluation reported no differences. It is
likely that during this age range extraversion simply falls along a normal curve for both genders,
which would explain the current results that no differences were found on extraversion between
boys and girls.
Last, regarding neuroticism, Sesar et al. (2011) reported that girls had higher levels of
neuroticism overall, particularly in those who are chronically victimized. However, the current
study did not find a significant difference between genders on a measure of neuroticism. This
characteristic encompasses many traits, such as social anxiety, aggressive tendencies, or
impulsivity, and certain components of neuroticism may be more common in males or females.
Therefore, gender differences may exist across the different pieces that comprise the
characteristic of neuroticism, but the current study did not find any gender differences in the
characteristic overall.
Bully participant behavior differences across grade level. As predicted, both bullying
and outsider behaviors varied significantly across grade level. Bullying and outsider behaviors
were self-reported at lower rates during 6th than 7th and 8th grades. On the contrary, 6th-grade
students reported the overall lowest mean scores of victimization compared to 7th- and 8th-grade
participants, although the scores across grade did not vary significantly enough across grade.
However, these findings are interesting and bear consideration. It appears that older students, 7th
and 8th graders, appear to be more involved than younger students. Further, age differences were
not found for defending, suggesting that younger students are just as likely as older students to
stand up to a bully or help a friend. Perhaps something is occurring in students during their time
throughout junior high that changes their mindset, behaviors, or both. The fact that older students
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are significantly more likely to be engaged in these negative behaviors that can cause harm
across domains is concerning. It is especially concerning that involvement as a bully is actually
higher as students approach high school. Additionally, early adolescence/high school years have
an increased risk for social anxiety symptoms, suggesting that the high involvement in bully
participant behaviors may lead to the development of social anxiety during the early high school
years.
No differences were found across grade level in either victimization or defending
behavior. It may be that students who are victimized in each grade are defended by their samegrade peers and the differences simply are not significantly different between each grade level.
Despite the differences seen across grade level in outsider and bullying behavior, it begs further
exploration into the reasons why no differences were found on victimization and defending
behavior.
Personality characteristics across grade level. The four personality traits measured in
the current evaluation (i.e., conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) did
not show any differences across grade level. It may be that these traits are more stable during
adolescence or that the grade level range included in the current evaluation was too restrictive to
measure any notable differences. The belief that these characteristics are stable has been widely
accepted and largely supported (Caspi & Bem, 1990; McCrea & Costa, 1990. A further
understanding of the stability of personality characteristics from childhood to early adulthood
should be explored in future research. For example, the BFQ-C personality inventory can be used
with children as young as 8 years of age. An understanding of the stability and changes that
occur in one’s personality characteristics during these formative years would add to the current
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literature on children’s personalities and the relationship with engagement in the various bully
participant behaviors. Longitudinal research would provide additional understanding of changes
that occur during childhood and adolescence, given that the current evaluation only examined
three grade levels at one time period and did not repeatedly assess for changes in personality
characteristics over time.
Both personality characteristics and bullying behaviors are especially complex. It seems
that bullying behavior varies significantly across grades, yet personality characteristics vary
much less so. Therefore, it is likely plausible that grade/age is a salient predictor of bullying
behavior during middle school years, whereas personality characteristics remain relatively stable
during this short part of one’s life.
The interaction of gender and grade level. First, for social anxiety, it was found that
girls exhibited higher levels of social anxiety symptoms than boys across all grades. Further, the
interaction between gender and grades was significant. Specifically, girls’ self-reported levels of
social anxiety were lower in 6th grade than in 8th grade, whereas boys’ self-reported levels of
social anxiety were higher in 6th grade and lower in 8th grade. These current findings regarding
girls are consistent with prior research that suggests social anxiety begins to climb significantly
in the early adolescent years and peaks around freshman year of high school (Mancini, van
Amerigen, Bennett, Patterson, & Watson, 2005). The emergent pattern of social anxiety for boys
is less clear but suggests that not only do girls report higher levels of all types of social anxiety in
all age groups, it may be experienced more strongly during later middle school years for girls
than it is for boys. Further, girls experience more distress and tend to personalize interpersonal
conflicts more than boys (Paquette, & Underwood, 1999). This pattern is particularly dangerous
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for girls because it has been found that overreacting to interpersonal stress makes adolescents
vulnerable to victimization and increases the likelihood that it will reoccur in the future.
Unfortunately, girls’ experience of interpersonal distress and being victimized can be
catastrophic as they more frequently obsess and ruminate over conflicts (Paquette & Underwood,
1999) and it more negatively and strongly affects their self-perception of self-worth and physical
attractiveness.
It is plausible that the interaction of gender and grade on social anxiety was significant
for two reasons. First, boys’ reported levels of bullying behavior were higher across grade as
compared to girls’ in every grade. Second, low rates of social anxiety have been consistently
associated with increased rates of bullying behaviors. Thus, this pattern of low social anxiety and
elevated bullying behaviors appears to be present in boys at much higher rates than for girls.
Primary Analyses
Before the current findings are discussed, there are two important things to note. First,
extreme levels of any given personality trait may have influenced the response patterns of
participants. Given that high levels of emotional instability were significantly related to all four
bully participant behaviors, it may be that participants with high levels of neuroticism were more
likely to endorse items at higher frequencies than those with lower levels of neuroticism.
Additionally, those with high levels of neuroticism may also pay more attention to smaller acts
of bully participation, such as feeling victimized when a peer says an offensive sentence
compared to physical violence. Second, the directionality of effects cannot be assumed. For
instance, it cannot be determined that high levels of neuroticism lead to higher engagement in
bullying or outsider behavior. It may be that high levels of a given behavior may cause someone
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to feel or behave more neurotic than others who engage in lower levels of a given behavior.
However, given the reviewed research above that personality characteristics generally remain
stable over time (Caspi & Bem, 1990), it was decided in the current study for the hierarchical
regressions to have personality characteristics serve as the independent variables and the bully
participation behaviors serve as dependent variables.
Bullying behavior. Neuroticism, extraversion, and agreeableness were all significant
predictors of bullying behaviors for both genders. Specifically, extraversion and neuroticism
were positively associated with bullying, whereas agreeableness was negatively associated with
bullying behavior. This pattern of personality traits is particularly interesting and is in alignment
with prior published literature reviewed earlier in the document.
First, extraversion describes a broad range of traits, including assertiveness,
gregariousness, and a high level of activity and excitement-seeking behavior (John & Srivastava,
1999). Prior reports also suggest that higher rates of extraversion were positively related to
bullying behavior (Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte et al., 2005; Sesar et al., 2011).
Additionally, aggressiveness has been related to higher levels of sociability (Pepler, Craig, &
Roberts, 1998), popularity (Whitney & Smith, 1993), leadership skills, and larger social circles
(Perren & Alsakar, 2006), which are all elements measured under the umbrella of extraversion.
This positive association between aggression and extraversion is in alignment with results from
the current study that suggest that as one’s reported level of extraversion increases, one’s level of
bullying behavior increases accordingly. Therefore, it seems clear that an adolescent’s level of
extraversion may be one critical factor that is associated with bullying tendencies.
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Second, neuroticism describes a spectrum of emotional instability and encompasses
anxiety, irritability, depression, shyness, impulsiveness, and vulnerability (John & Srivastava,
1999). Thus, neuroticism includes both internalizing and externalizing traits. High levels of
neuroticism were positively associated with bullying behavior in the current evaluation, which is
consistent with prior publications (Menesini, Camodeca, & Nocentini, 2010; Mitsopolou &
Giovazolias, 2015; Tani, Greenman, Schneider, & Fregoso, 2003). Neuroticism has also been
conceptualized as having a low threshold for stress (Atkinson et al., 2000). When considering
that most adolescents are entering prepubescent/puberty years, they may be increasingly moody,
and a low threshold for stress that is often seen in adolescents with high levels of neuroticism
may increase the risk of impulsive, externalizing behaviors (e.g., bullying) when bothered by
peers. This trait is particularly important as it suggests the emotional instability of a child is a
strong predictor of his or her peer aggression behaviors.
Third, low levels of agreeableness were associated with more bullying behavior. The low
levels of agreeableness may include stubbornness as well as low levels of modesty, empathy,
sympathy, and altruism (John & Srivastava, 1999), suggesting that one with low levels of
agreeableness may be not only challenging to get along with but at times aggressive or offensive.
Bollmer et al. (2006) reported that children with low levels of agreeableness are more hostile,
confrontational, antisocial, and impulsive. Additionally, low levels of agreeableness have been
reported in five investigations and thus were inversely related to bullying behavior (Book et al.,
2012; Menesini et al., 2010; Mitsopolou & Giovazolias, 2015; Scholte et al, 2005; Tani et al,
2003). Gini, Albiero, Benelli, and Altoe (2007) suggested that bullies are lacking in an ability to
understand any emotional consequences of their behaviors towards other people’s feelings. One
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could imagine that, in addition to low levels of agreeableness, elevated levels of neuroticism
would exacerbate the level of impulsivity, and thus hostility, towards peers when one is feeling
irritable with peers at school.
This particular combination of personality characteristic levels may influence a child’s
risk of engaging in bullying behaviors. When low levels of agreeableness are combined with
elevated levels of extraversion and neuroticism, it may allow for increased anger, hostility,
impulsivity, a desire to “show off” to peers and the confidence to do so, an element of social
protection such that one may feel more comfortable taking social risks due to multiple
friendships, and decreased sympathy for others outside of their friendship circle. This initiation
and pattern of behaviors can be supported by both social information processing theory and
social learning theory.
It may be that the initial impulsivity and combativeness required to initiate aggressive,
bullying behaviors stems from elevated levels of neuroticism which may occur due to a deficit in
social competence. This dysfunctional cognitive processing seen in those who bully is in line
with the social information processing model. It has been suggested that a deficiency in social
competence exists in children who bully (Crick & Dodge, 1994) and they have poor social
decision-making skills (Arsenio & Lemerise, 2001), such as biases toward hostile cues, selfdefensive goal setting, and favorable evaluations of the results of aggressive behavior (Crick &
Dodge, 1994). Although high levels of extraversion are often considered a positive trait (i.e.,
outgoing, energetic, warm, friendly), when coupled with elevated levels of neuroticism and
decreased levels of agreeableness, it can result in a dangerous combination, as the child with a
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solid friendship base who exhibits poor decision making when encountering vulnerable peers
may be impulsive and “get a rise” from taking advantage of less powerful children.
Bjorkqvist et al. (2000) suggested that children who bully have a “cold cognition” and
when the victim appears distressed it may fuel their behavior, suggesting that both theories can
explain bullying behaviors. These behaviors then are maintained over time for a few different
reasons. Bullies may receive social support or increased social status from their gains in power,
which is explained by social learning theory. Chronic bullies may lose sympathy towards the
commonly victimized adolescent as they form these habitual behaviors and relationships as seen
by low levels of agreeableness. Additionally, certain children’s personalities may create a
vulnerability to victimization (Bollmer et al., 2006); their reactions to being bullied may make
them easy targets which reinforces bullying (Pronk et al., 2014). Therefore, bullying becomes
less effortful due to previously victimized children being seen as easy targets, and the guilt felt
by the bullies may be reduced over time since both players become accustomed to the
aggression.
As such, because personality characteristics can remain somewhat fixed (Caspi & Bem,
1990), and no differences in personality traits across grade level were reported in the current
evaluation. However, bully behaviors were higher in 7th and 8th grades than in 6th grade in the
current evaluation, which may explain the reinforcement that comes from bullying. Therefore,
schools have a responsibility to properly implement prevention efforts and intervene when
children are involved in bullying since the repercussions of bullying peers can be severe and long
lasting. Recommendations will be made at the end of the discussion.
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Outsider behavior. Outsider behavior can be explained as noticing a conflict between
peers but choosing to ignore the incident and not get involved (Salmivalli, 1999). These children
not only ignore the incident, but they also do not report the behaviors to a teacher or support the
victimized peer at a later date. In the current evaluation, two independent predictors were
significantly associated with outsider behavior: neuroticism and conscientiousness. Higher levels
of neuroticism were associated with higher outsider behaviors, whereas lower levels of
conscientiousness were associated with higher levels of outsider behaviors. These findings are
not surprising when reviewing extant literature.
First, elevated levels of neuroticism were positively associated with outsider behavior for
both girls and boys. Children who experience higher levels of neuroticism may have anxiety,
depression, withdraw from crowds, feel nervous, or worry. Therefore, these children not only
have lower confidence in their abilities, but they may also have lower social skills and be less
receptive to social support because of their elevated internalizing symptoms. Gini et al. (2007)
suggested that what differentiates outsiders from defenders is their level of empathy and
perceived social self-efficacy. Therefore, children with higher levels of neuroticism may feel not
only scared to intervene or tell a teacher when they witness peer violence or aggression, but they
may also feel inept. They may feel that they will not be successful if they attempt to intervene at
the scene, or they may lack the social skills to clearly explain to an adult what transpired between
their peers.
Second, low levels of conscientiousness were associated with higher levels of outsider
behavior for both girls and boys. Conscientiousness has been described as a measure of
competence, order, dutifulness, achievement striving, self-discipline, behavior regulation, and
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deliberation (John & Srivastava, 1999). Therefore, low levels of dutifulness and discipline may
encourage one to ignore bullying behaviors. When low levels of conscientiousness are combined
with elevated levels of neuroticism, it is clear why a child would avoid intervening to help a
victim. Children may feel vulnerable when emotional instability (i.e., social anxiety) is combined
with low levels of self-discipline and may do nothing to help a peer in distress. They may be
worried about what may happen yet decide against doing what they believe is the appropriate
way to follow rules, such as report incidents of bullying to an adult. Pozzoli and Gini (2010)
suggested that distancing strategies are often employed by children who remain passive
bystanders in during bullying incidents.
Social information processing theory and social learning theory can be applied to explain
outsider behavior. First, children display a deficit in social thinking when they choose to ignore a
dangerous peer interaction. Second, they learn that by remaining quiet and not intervening or
reporting the incident to teachers they avoid any negative consequences from both the bully and
the victim. Specifically, the bully may get angry at the student who tells the teacher if he or she
receives a punishment or the victim could get angry at the student who intervened if the victim
wanted to defend him or herself. Therefore, outsiders initially make non-prosocial decisions due
to deficits in social cognitions and are negatively reinforced to continue their ignoring behavior.
Defending behavior. Three significant predictors were positively associated with
defending behaviors for both boys and girls: agreeableness, conscientiousness and neuroticism. It
is clear why agreeableness is positively associated in the current evaluation with defending
behaviors. Agreeableness includes a measurement of empathy and sympathy, among other traits,
and prior research has suggested a strong relationship between empathy, social skills, and
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defending behavior (Nickerson, Mele, & Princiotta, 2008). Gini, Albiero, Benelli, and Altoe
(2007) reported a high correlation between empathy and defending victimized peers and argue
that, in fact, empathy can inhibit or greatly reduce aggressive behaviors through a cognitive
perspective-taking ability, which can be explained under the social information processing theory
(Crick & Dodge, 1994). This process includes a role-taking ability where the defender attempts
to understand the other person’s perspective, thus reducing the likelihood of aggression. Pronk,
Olthof, and Goossens (2014) found that agreeableness related positively with defender behavior
and suggested they have more prosocial tendencies because being more agreeable makes one
more sympathetic and more likely to defend victims. Gini (2006) also reported that children who
defend have a good theory of mind, suggesting that they have good social cognitive abilities,
such as understanding others’ intentions, beliefs, and thoughts. However, empathy is just one
piece of agreeableness, which also includes cooperation, kindness, and warmth. Thus, it seems
that high levels of agreeableness may also be related to a higher number of strong friendships.
It is important to note that the mean differences found from the preliminary analysis of
variance results influence results from the regression analyses. Specifically, this positive
association between agreeableness and defending behavior raises one question. As discussed
above in the preliminary analyses, girls were consistently and significantly higher than boys in
their self-reported agreeableness scores in all grades. However, there were no statistical
differences observed between girls’ and boys’ levels of defending behaviors and gender was not
significantly associated with defending behavior in the current hierarchical regression. It is thus
highly likely that girls and boys really do engage in similar amounts of defending behavior,
despite differences in agreeableness.
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The second personality characteristic that was positively associated with defending
behaviors was conscientiousness, which measures vigilance, carefulness, thoroughness,
dutifulness, and one’s desire to do well and succeed (John & Srivastava, 1999). Someone with a
high level of conscientiousness is likely to follow plans and rules and do what they believe is
right rather than act spontaneously. Conscientiousness is particularly important in children due to
temperamental origins of effortful control. In accordance with the current results on defending
behaviors in junior high students, Jensen-Campbell and Malcolm (2007) reported that
adolescents high on a measure of conscientiousness experienced higher quality friendships, peer
acceptance, and less victimization from peers.
In line with the current evaluation that high levels of conscientiousness were associated
with defending behaviors, Pozzoli and Gini (2010) reported that problem-solving coping
strategies were positively related to defending behaviors. They reported that the feeling of
personal responsibility to intervene was also positively related to defending behaviors, but only
when the student did not feel a high amount of peer pressure to intervene. These findings suggest
that empathy (agreeableness) and a sense of what is right and wrong (conscientiousness) really
may be a driving force for defending rather than pressure from other peers to intervene.
Last, lower levels of neuroticism were associated with higher levels of defending
behavior as predicted. This association was present for both boys and girls, and, as reported
earlier, there were no differences in level of defending behavior across all three grades. This
current finding is consistent with prior research that suggests a negative association between
neuroticism and defending behaviors (Pronk, Olthof, & Goossens, 2014). Interestingly, the
current evaluation found significant positive relationships between level of neuroticism and level
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of both bullying and outsider behavior, but higher levels of defending behavior was associated
with lower levels of neuroticism. It may be that level of neuroticism is a critical predictor of
whether someone chooses to engage in prosocial behavior (i.e., defending), act aggressively
towards peers, or ignore overt acts of bullying. Because neuroticism is a measurement of a
collection of traits, it may be that the feeling of emotional stability provides an impetus to defend
a victimized peer given that these children may feel confident that they can make a difference
and stop aggression or prevent it in the future.
In sum, it appears that the combination of high levels of agreeableness and
conscientiousness with low levels of neuroticism makes an adolescent significantly more likely
to defend peers. Although gender differences were reported in the preliminary analyses above on
agreeableness and conscientiousness, they were not significant predictors of defending behavior.
Again, both theories that have been discussed throughout this document can be applied to
the current findings regarding defending behaviors. First, higher levels of conscientiousness were
associated with higher levels of defending behavior. Social information processing theory
suggests that ineffective cognitive processes can lead to poor decision making. Thus, when an
adolescent has higher levels of conscientiousness, they are more likely to make socially
responsible decisions. Second, social learning theory can explain the positive association found
between agreeableness and defending behavior. Social learning theory suggests that when
children witness another child successfully defend a peer, they need to feel motivated to learn
that they can too. Therefore, it seems that the level of agreeableness drives them to want to help a
peer in need, but the reward of doing what is right, teacher praise, or gaining a friend may be
reinforcing. This can also be seen between the relationship of conscientiousness and defending
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behavior. Children high in conscientiousness may be more apt to notice times when a peer is
being bullied and intervene. When reinforcement occurs from teachers or other students based on
their success, they are more likely to defend peers again.
One last point to note regarding defending behaviors is that they can be very complex to
assess, as defending can take many forms. For example, some of the items included on the
“Defending” subscale were: “I encouraged someone to tell an adult after they were picked on,”
“I defended someone who I thought was being tricked on purpose,” and “I tried to include
someone if they were being purposely left out.” The first item encourages a peer to defend
oneself, the second item is more active and actually refers to the defender stepping in, and the
third item uses the word “tries” and asks about including a person for being left out.
Additionally, all these three questions ask about relational aggression, but they can also ask
about physical acts of violence as well. Therefore, it should be mentioned that defending
behaviors can look very different from person to person given the circumstances.
Being victimized. Three significant results were found regarding the association of
victimization reports and personality traits for boys and girls. First, extraversion was
significantly negatively associated with victimization for both genders. Higher reports of
victimization were associated with lower scores on extraversion, which is the opposite finding
for bullying behaviors. Thus, participants who disclosed high amounts of being bullied reported
lower levels of extraversion. Low levels of extraversion have been linked to being more
reserved, preferring solitary activities, feeling overstimulated in large gatherings, less assertion,
and being more quiet than talkative (John & Srivastava, 1999). Extreme levels of extraversion
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may in fact be a key characteristic that differentiates those who would participate as the victim or
aggressor.
These current findings are in line with prior research that suggests that those who are
victimized tend to have low levels of extraversion (Slee & Rigby, 1993). Extraversion is
generally associated with larger friendship circles and strong friendships, and social support has
been shown to buffer the negative repercussions that victimized children face (Graham &
Juvonen, 2001). Further exacerbating the effects of victimization are that these children are often
rejected by peers (Salmivalli et al., 1996), which may further separate children from their peers
due to a lack of trust or support. Although high-quality friendships may help a child cope with
victimization, rather than a high number of friendships in general, higher rates of victimization
are associated with lower levels of positive social skills, such as friendliness (Egan & Perry,
1998). High rates of victimization have been positively correlated with behavioral atypicality
(DeRosier & Mercer, 2009). Behavioral atypicality and lower friendliness may make it
challenging to build friendships during adolescence, and when these children have fewer friends
and are often rejected by peers, the negative ramifications of victimization are magnified.
Therefore, all of these factors tend to build off of each other, but it is clear that lower levels of
extraversion can set the stage for the negative effects of victimization. Unfortunately, these
negative effects could be further magnified in girls.
The other significant factors that were associated with victimization behavior was
neuroticism and also the interaction of neuroticism and gender. Specifically, when boys’ and
girls’ levels of neuroticism were higher, victimization was higher, but more so for girls. Thus,
the association between neuroticism and victimization is stronger for girls than boys. Girls with
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higher levels of neuroticism are more likely to experience higher rates of victimization than boys
with high levels of neuroticism. What remains unclear is the direction of effects. The extant
research would benefit from longitudinal exploration of girls’ and boys’ victimization and
neuroticism levels and how they may affect each other.
This current finding begs consideration given that level of neuroticism, as a main effect
from preliminary analyses, was not significantly different between genders. Further, there were
no statistically significant differences on level of victimization between boys and girls. However,
when these two variables were considered simultaneously, girls with higher levels of neuroticism
became more likely to be victimized than boys with higher levels of neuroticism. When
reviewing the results of the current interaction in accordance with additional literature, it is
possible that these results appeared for several reasons.
First, peers have reported that children who are victimized are often more anxious and
avoidant of conflict (Perry, Hodges, & Egan, 2001), which is seen in those with high levels of
neuroticism, and thus struggle to defend themselves. Bollmer, Harris, and Milich (2006) reported
that victimized children scored higher on a measure of neuroticism and were more likely to place
blame, feel angrier, and forgive less than children who scored lower on neuroticism. Therefore, it
seems that victimization and neuroticism are not only significantly related, it may be that their
relationship is also tightly bound for longer periods of time than that of other personality traits
and bully participant behaviors.
Further, victims’ symptoms may stem from an inability to cope effectively with strong
emotions and/or a poor awareness of their emotions (Zeman, Shipman, & Suveg, 2002). It could
be that girls are more likely to engage in these reactions after they are victimized, which

112
exacerbates their future likelihood of victimization, thus adding to their neurotic symptoms (i.e.,
worry, nervousness). Support of this hypothesis can be found through both the literature review
and the results of the current evaluation, as girls have been found to display less involvement as
the bully yet score higher across all sub-areas of anxiety when compared with boys in all age
groups (Isolan et al., 2013). Therefore, the current significant interaction supports the suggestion
that the meaning attached to bullying experiences may differ between genders. Relative to males,
females have been found to be more distressed by interpersonal problems and more likely to
personalize a negative social interaction (Crick, 1995). According to Paquette and Underwood
(1999), girls respond differently to victimization in that they spend considerably more time
ruminating and thinking about the incident more often, trying to comprehend the reasons for the
victimization, analyzing whether they had deserved the maltreatment, and even contemplating
ways to become friends with the aggressor. Finally, the frequency of relational victimization has
been found to be more strongly and negatively related to girls’ self-perceptions of athletic
competence, physical attractiveness, closeness of friendships, and self-worth than it was for boys
(Paquette & Underwood, 1999).
Taken together, these studies support the current finding that girls’ reactions to
victimization are more strongly linked to higher rates of neuroticism than boys. The
consequential responses from victimized girls may be stronger than that of victimized boys, thus
serving as a reward to the bully. These current findings are supported by social information
processing theory in that the victimized child struggles to process adaptive ways to cope with
and respond to bullying. These findings are also supported by social learning theory because the
responses elicited may serve as an easy reinforcement to the bully for future bullying
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experiences. Again, what is less clear is the direction of effect between neuroticism and
victimization behaviors for each gender, but it seems likely that they influence one another.
Mediation Analyses
Three analyses measured whether the experience of social anxiety further explained the
relationship between neuroticism and three bully participant behaviors (bullying, defending, and
outsider behavior). The mediation analysis for defending behavior was significant. Social anxiety
significantly mediated the relationship between neuroticism and defending behavior such that
neuroticism was almost a significant predictor of defending behavior, but when social anxiety
was added to the equation, social anxiety became a significant, negative predictor of defending
behaviors and explained the model better than the original predictor alone, neuroticism. These
findings are important when considering the dimension of neuroticism. Often, neuroticism is
thought of as an internalizing characteristic when really it encompasses several externalizing
traits as well.
Depending on the type of defending behavior one chooses to engage in, a person may
require confidence, a sense of safety, and social awareness. These states are not commonly
associated with social anxiety, which is described as a constant fear of judgment or scrutiny from
others. Therefore, it may be that the social anxiety piece, rather than anxiety in general,
specifically impacts the current mediation model. Neuroticism includes both types, as well as
many internalizing behaviors, and it may be that most people reporting high levels of
neuroticism suffer from higher levels of generalized anxiety rather than social anxiety. Because
social anxiety was negatively correlated in the current analysis with defending behavior, future
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research would benefit from exploring the relationship between generalized anxiety, neuroticism,
and each of the bully participant behaviors.
Again, social information processing theory and social learning theory do a good job of
explaining the associations among neuroticism, social anxiety, and defending behavior. When
adolescents have lower levels of neuroticism and social anxiety, it is highly likely that their
social competence and social confidence are both stronger than those with high levels of
neuroticism or social anxiety. Thus, they may feel motivated to help because they know they can
be effective and may make friends with the victim, but they may also witness others defend and
want to help as well. Those low in neuroticism and social anxiety may consider their options and
choose a rational way to intervene, given that they do not feel socially anxious and feel more
emotionally stable. In sum, it seems that having low levels of social anxiety further allows for
one to be motivated and decide on an effective way, to intervene.
Another hypothesis based on the current results comes from research from Turiano et al.
(2012). They acknowledge that people with high levels of neuroticism often tend to have high
levels of anxiety as well. However, those with high levels of both neuroticism and
conscientiousness do not suffer from such adverse effects since they remain aware of their
potential consequences of any neurotic actions, such as impulsivity, whereas one with high levels
of neuroticism and low levels of conscientiousness is more likely to ruminate and suffer from
high levels of anxiety. Turiano et al. (2012) suggest that conscientiousness serves to moderate
some of the negative effects that can result from extreme neuroticism scores. Although the
current evaluation focused more on neuroticism and its relationship with bully participant
behaviors in mediation models, it may be that conscientiousness is a critical factor in those
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individuals who elect to defend peers despite level of other traits. Additional combinations of
personality characteristics, social anxiety, and bully participant behaviors should be explored in
future research as the current study could not exhaust all possible combinations within a
mediation model.
Social anxiety did not further explain the relationship between boys’ and girls’ levels of
neuroticism and either bullying or outsider behavior. First, neuroticism was significantly
associated with both outsider and bully behavior in the current evaluation as reviewed from
hierarchical regression analyses, but also within the mediation model. Second, both outsider and
bully behavior have been reported to be associated, either negatively or positively, with social
anxiety from prior research. Thus, the current result was unexpected as it was predicted that level
of social anxiety would further explain the relationship between neuroticism and either outsider
or bully behaviors. For example, Love et al. (2005) reported higher levels of social anxiety for
boys labeled bystanders/outsiders when compared with uninvolved children. Unfortunately, the
current evaluation was unable to further explain the association between social anxiety,
neuroticism, and both outsider and bully behaviors.
However, it is predicted that social anxiety did not further explain the relationship for one
main reason. Neuroticism is a characteristic that is measured along a spectrum often referred to
as emotional instability or a negative emotional state. This definition is somewhat broad,
capturing levels of traits both externalizing (i.e., anger, aggression) and internalizing (i.e.,
anxiety, stress, depression) and a general tendency to feel pessimistic. Therefore, in the current
evaluation, the significant association of this primal trait with both bullying behavior specifically
is predicted to be more closely related to the externalizing pieces of emotional instability. This is
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because social anxiety, an internalizing piece of emotional instability, did not further explain this
relationship. Future research may benefit from investigating whether an externalizing trait, such
as impulsivity or anger, could further explain the relationship between neuroticism and bullying.
Additionally, it may be that another internalizing trait, such as depression or generalized anxiety,
may better mediate the relationship between outsider behavior and neuroticism.
Moderated Mediation Analysis
The current investigation found that girls score significantly higher on social anxiety than
boys despite no differences found on self-reported levels of victimization, even though social
anxiety has been reported to be significantly related to peer victimization (Hawker & Boulton,
2000). Calvete et al. (2016) reported that adolescents with high levels of neuroticism may
experience high levels of distress when victimized, which may further contribute to social
anxiety symptoms. However, neuroticism is a personality vulnerability that includes a wide
range of psychopathology (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006), of which social anxiety is one piece
among many others. However, social anxiety and neuroticism are highly correlated; the current
study reported significant correlations between the two constructs for both boys and girls.
The current analysis found a significant positive relationship between neuroticism and
social anxiety, as well as a positive association between social anxiety and victimization
behaviors. In fact, social anxiety partly explained the relationship between neuroticism and
victimization behavior for both boys and girls. Unfortunately, as mentioned in the prior section,
the conditional indirect was not valid due to the resultant confidence intervals. Therefore, social
anxiety did not further explain the relationship between neuroticism and victimization for either
boys or girls. It is important to explore reasons why this occurred.
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The current evaluation revealed gender differences in the association between
victimization and neuroticism as well as on levels of social anxiety. However, as mentioned
previously, social anxiety and neuroticism were significantly correlated for both boys and girls in
the current study. It is possible that due to this high correlation, and the significant relationships
among the variables between genders, that adding social anxiety to further explain the
relationship between neuroticism and victimization did not incorporate unique, additional
information that was already measured by the neuroticism and victimization subscale items.
Therefore, it is predicted that social anxiety was too narrow a trait to further explain the
relationship between neuroticism and victimization behavior for boys and girls in the current
evaluation, or it was the wrong trait to focus on regarding the relationship between neuroticism
and victimization. Thus, possibly including other traits associated with neuroticism (i.e.,
depression, generalized anxiety, anger) in future moderated mediation models may provide
additional answers regarding the link between neuroticism and victimization.
Last, it is important to note that the hierarchical regressions conducted revealed that
neuroticism was the characteristic that was significantly related (negatively with defending
behavior, positively with the other three) to each of the bully participant behaviors measured in
the current evaluation. As previously mentioned, neuroticism measures a spectrum of traits, and
it is plausible that the display of one’s particular neuroticism, for those with extreme scores, may
be indicative of their likelihood to engage in particular bully participant behaviors. This
characteristic is likely a strong predictor of one’s engagement in positive or negative bully
participant behaviors. Future research should explore the characteristic of neuroticism more
deeply than the current evaluation, specifically sub-aspects of the characteristic, such as those
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that are more internalizing or externalizing, and their relationship with positive and negative
bully participant behaviors in adolescents.
Recommendations
Before recommendations are made, it is important to recall that this current school-wide
evaluation included over 600 students where less than 10% of students within the entire school
did not participate. Therefore, this evaluation offers one glimpse into a collective school
environment and the students’ bully participant behaviors. It also provided a way to measure
students’ personality characteristics during these formative years and how their personalities,
gender, and grade level may be related to their self-reported behavior. Based on the current
results and the conceptualization of the data, several suggestions are made regarding the
prevention and intervention steps that may prove effective for adolescents in schools.
It is recommended that schools screen for bully participation behaviors. By doing so,
intervention efforts can focus on children who participate in bully participant behaviors at higher
rates. The current study reported associations between neuroticism and bullying, outsider, and
victimization behaviors. Therefore, those identified as highly involved in bullying behaviors may
benefit from interventions that target emotional instability (neuroticism) and work to build selfconfidence. Although it may be less accepted to screen children for high levels of neuroticism,
screening children for their bully participation may be more acceptable. The current study found
strong connections to the bully participation behaviors and negative characteristics, such as
neuroticism. Therefore, high levels of neuroticism should be a focus for those identified as high
on any of the given bully participation behaviors could be taught to teach children skills that help
regulate their emotional instability. This is important because the current study found no grade
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differences on personality, and personality has been widely reported to be stable (Caspi & Bem,
1990). Therefore, it is not expected that significant personality changes would occur, but rather a
growth of abilities to regulate one’s strong emotional and behavioral responses to bullying
behaviors.
Children identified as engaging in higher levels of bullying may benefit from
participation in a group therapy focused on dialectical behavior therapy, aggression replacement
therapy, or any cognitive-behavioral focused group therapy. Providing an environment to build
these children’s coping, emotional regulation, and distress tolerance skills would likely benefit
students’ lives. It may also provide opportunities for reflection and thus increase defending
behaviors.
Another recommendation for schools would be to provide an intervention focused on
increasing levels of altruism and empathy to those children who engage in bullying. This may
help to increase some aspects of agreeableness that may encourage defending behaviors rather
than maintain their bullying tendencies. Students who score high on bullying and outsider
behaviors would likely benefit from participating in an intervention geared towards increasing
levels of altruism, resolving conflict, and increasing defending behaviors. It is predicted that any
efforts geared towards increasing children’s empathy will not be wasted and will likely lessen
bullying behaviors school-wide.
Children who are identified with higher rates of outsider behaviors or are victimized
frequently may benefit from a social skills intervention so they are more likely to defend rather
than ignore bullying behaviors. This type of intervention would help to decrease outsider
behavior and increase defending of both oneself and others. Adolescents who experience higher
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levels of social anxiety and low levels of social skills may feel shy and inept to intervene when
they see bullying occur at school. If schools also screened for high levels of social-emotional
concerns, they could also place students in interventions that score high on a measure of social
anxiety.
Children who engage in outsider behavior or are frequently victimized may also benefit
from an intervention that works to target their social anxiety. Although students may benefit
from participation in social skills interventions as mentioned above, cognitive-behavioral
treatments would likely be especially helpful for girls who are victimized by peers. A group
therapy setting that targeted social anxiety would not only work to build friendships and social
support but also increase their confidence and set of social skills as they grow their peer
connections. They could learn that other options are available, such as defending oneself and
peers, rather than shying away from social interactions.
Peer role models or peer leadership programs are also recommended. Children who do
not engage in high levels of bullying (i.e., uninvolved) or those who elect to defend others more
frequently may be thought of as more altruistic, cooperative, and empathic, but also competent,
self-disciplined, and ones who likely follow rules compared to those who are involved in
bullying. The child who does not engage in bullying could be a role model to other children,
given that she or he is likely a diligent student and friendly towards peers. Children who display
positive traits and defend peers could participate in a peer leadership program paired with
children who chronically bully or are chronically victimized. They may be a positive influence
for those children who are heavily involved in bullying.
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Last, school-wide efforts should be made to adopt a positive behavioral system of
supports. These school-wide interventions encourage prosocial behavior and provide rewards
when teachers notice these acts, rather than focus on punitive consequences. For example,
students can be praised for defending a victimized peer. The positive environment of the school
could also be expanded by providing assemblies to students regarding the negative ramifications
from chronic school bullying. Karna et al. (2010) suggested that as children learn about the
negative consequences of bullying behavior, it would likely influence their social behavior. The
goals for all schools should be to ultimately encourage and increase prosocial, defending
behaviors and decrease bullying or outsider behaviors.
Limitations
There were several limitations to the current study. First, the current study was a schoolwide sample which was in some ways advantageous, as the school was able to gather a collective
picture of its students’ behaviors and other areas in which they may be struggling. This provides
an avenue for the school to address any glaring issues in that particular building regarding
bullying participant behaviors and social emotional concerns in girls and boys at all grade levels.
Although the sample was rather large and culturally diverse, this was only a sample taken from
one school building. Thus, it becomes challenging to generalize the current results to other
schools in other areas of the country.
Another potential limitation to the current study was the measures included. The Bully
Participation Behavior Scale is a tool that broadly measures one’s engagement in five bully
participation behaviors. Each of the questions included within each subscale taps a different type
of each behavior, but it may be too broad to tap the specific types of each behavior that occurs in
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different settings. For example, a child may engage in verbal bullying behavior, but not physical,
so they only highly endorse the verbal bullying questions and the remaining questions are
marked as never. This may result in a false negative if this child engages in verbal bullying
frequently yet none of the other types of bullying included within the subscale because of the few
items that measure this behavior. A benefit to this measure is that it does measure each behavior
along a spectrum and does not categorize or label youth. However, if a median split were to be
conducted, the median would be rather low given the spread of possible scores. Most students
responded to items with “1-2 times per month” or “3-4 times per month,” but this does not reveal
much regarding the difference between 1 time per month and 3 times per month. Although some
may consider that engaging in a given behavior, such as bullying, at all within a given month
may seem elevated and concerning, it is a positive that most children score on the low range of
the possible outcome scores for most of these behaviors. That said, this measure does offer a way
to examine a child’s engagement in all five behaviors, yet it may not be as sensitive of a tool to
critically examine each of the behaviors more completely. This measure also does not allow for
the examination of student behaviors in combination of one another as students are not provided
labels. For example, it does not provide a way to identify children who would be considered
“bully-victims.” There are many kids who can be considered “high” on more than one behavior,
and thus the BPBQ does not provide a way to classify those children who are highly engaging in
more than one behavior.
One recommendation for the utilization of such measures going forward would be to
change the “low end” of the response options so that it is more sensitive to changes from 0, 1, 2,
or 3 times per month, rather than 0, 1-2, or 3-4 times per month. This may help to differentiate
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students’ experiences with bullying behaviors since they tend to happen between zero and three
times per month based on both current and previous findings.
The social anxiety measure included in the study, the SCARED, has had excellent
psychometric properties reported in prior research and in the current study. However, a limitation
to the current study was the small number of items included on the social anxiety subscale
(seven). However, significant gender differences were found on social anxiety in the current
study, as well as the mediation of neuroticism and defending behavior by social anxiety.
Additionally, the other mediation models included in the study were not significant. It is possible
that the brevity of the social anxiety subscale was not sensitive enough to capture the nuances
that separated social anxiety and neuroticism. These two subscales were highly correlated in the
current evaluation. Thus, the outcome variable of social anxiety may have been too restrictive of
a measure to observe the significant mediation effects in all of the mediation models included.
Future Directions
The current evaluation revealed that measuring children’s personality traits may provide
a glimpse into the association between their trait profiles and their likelihood to engage in
various behaviors. However, utilizing this practice as a way to screen children for various
negative behaviors may also be highly controversial. Because personality assessment of children
is in its early stages, additional research is needed on the sensitivity and specificity of various
personality measures, such as the one used in the current evaluation, the Big Five Questionnaire
for Children. A more complete understanding of the stability of these traits may provide a better
picture of the relationship between adolescents’ personality profiles and their behavior patterns.
More information has been documented regarding adults’ personality profiles and their behaviors
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across settings, perhaps because adults more willingly elect to participate in these types of
studies. The research on personality traits in children may benefit from the application of
successful methods utilized in research on personality characteristics in adults to future research
with adolescents. Examples include measuring children’s personality characteristics both
longitudinally and across various zones in the United States, as well as a comprehensive
assessment of bullying behaviors in an order to best capture both stability and associations
between personality profiles and positive and negative behaviors.
The current study found emergent patterns in groups of extreme personality
characteristics and their association with various bully participant behaviors. Future research
may benefit from the exploration of the interactions of those high or low levels of personality
trait patterns reported in the current study (i.e., high levels of both extraversion and neuroticism
coupled with lower rates of agreeableness and the interaction of these patterns with bullying
behavior). Again, research on personality characteristics in children and adolescents is in its
infancy, but its continuation of future empirical research could provide a window into
understanding youths’ thought processes and behaviors.
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BFQ-C Items.
How often do you do these things, think these things, or feel that these things happen to
you?
1
2
3
4
5
Almost Never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Almost Always
1. I like to spend time with other people.

1

2

3

4

5

2. I share my things with other people

1

2

3

4

5

3. I do my work carefully.

1

2

3

4

5

4. I get nervous for silly things.

1

2

3

4

5

5. I am in a bad mood.

1

2

3

4

5

6. I enjoy working hard.

1

2

3

4

5

7. I trust in others.

1

2

3

4

5

8. I get into heated arguments with others.

1

2

3

4

5

9. I like to compete with others.

1

2

3

4

5

10. I like to be active.

1

2

3

4

5

11. I take care of my responsibilities.

1

2

3

4

5

12. I get angry easily.

1

2

3

4

5

13. I behave correctly and honestly with others. 1

2

3

4

5

14. I argue with others.

1

2

3

4

5

15. I like to be around others.

1

2

3

4

5

16. I understand when others need my help.

1

2

3

4

5

17. I get very involved in the things I do and I do them to the best of my ability.

18. I concentrate on my work in class.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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1
Almost Never

2
Rarely

3
Sometimes

4
Often

19. It is easy for me to tell others what I think. 1

5
Almost Always

2

20. If a classmate has some difficulty, I help her/him. 1
21. I like to give gifts.

1

2
2

3

4

5

3

4

5

3

4

5

22. When I finish my homework, I check it many times to make sure I did it correctly.
1
2
3
4
5
23. I say what I think.

1

2

3

4

5

24. I respect and follow the rules.

1

2

3

4

5

25. My feelings get hurt easily.

1

2

3

4

5

26. I am sad.

1

2

3

4

5

3

4

5

2

3

4

5

29. I find things to do so that I will not get bored. 1

2

3

4

5

30. My room is neat and organized.

2

3

4

5

27. If someone commits an injustice to me, I forgive him/her.
1
28. If I make an appointment I keep it.

1

1

2

31. If I want to do something, I cannot wait and I have to be able to do it immediately.
1
2
3
4
5
32. I like to talk with others.

1

2

3

4

5

33. I am not patient.

1

2

3

4

5

34. I treat my peers with affection.

1

2

3

4

5

4

5

35. I am able to convince other people to agree with what I think.
1

2

3
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1
Almost Never

2
Rarely

3
Sometimes

4
Often

5
Almost Always

36. When I start to do something I have to finish it no matter what.
1

2

37. I like to keep all my school things neat and organized 1

38. I lose my calm easily.

1

2

2

3

4

5

3

4

5

3

4

5

39. When I say something, others listen to me and do what I say.
1

2

3

4

5

40. I behave with others with great kindness.

1

2

3

4

5

41. I always finish my homework before I play.

1

2

3

4

5

42. I get irritated when things are difficult for me.

1

2

3

4

5

43. I like to joke around.

1

2

3

4

5

44. I treat kindly also persons who I dislike.

1

2

3

4

5

45. I almost never move my attention away from what I am doing.
1
2
3

4

5

46. I make friends easily.

1

2

3

4

5

47. I cry.

1

2

3

4

5

48. I worry about silly things.

1

2

3

4

5

49. I am polite when I talk with others.

1

2

3

4

5

50. I am happy and active.

1

2

3

4

5

51. I think other people are good and honest.

1

2

3

4

5

52. I let other people use my things.

1

2

3

4

5

Appendix B
SCREEN FOR CHILD ANXIETY RELATED DISORDERS
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SCARED Items
Directions: Below is a list of sentences that describe how people feel. Read each phrase
and decide if it is “Not True or Hardly Ever True” or “Somewhat True or Sometimes
True” or “Very True or Often True” for you. Then, for each sentence, fill in one circle
that corresponds to the response that seems to describe you for the last 3 months.
0 = Not True or Hardly Ever True
1 = Somewhat True or Sometimes True
2 = Very True or Often True
Not True Sometimes True Very True
1. I don’t like to be with people I don’t know well. 0
1
2
2. I feel nervous with people I don’t know well.
0
1
2
3. It is hard to talk with people I don’t know well. 0
1
2
4. I feel shy with people I don’t know well.
0
1
2
5. I feel nervous when I am with children or adults
and I have to do something while they watch me
(i.e., read aloud, speak, play a game or sport)
0
1
2
6. I feel nervous when I am going to parties, dances,
or any place where there will be people that I don’t
know well.
0
1
2
7. I am shy.
0
1
2

Appendix C

BULLY PARTICIPANTS BEHAVIOR QUESTIONNAIRE

Bullying Participation Behaviors Questionnaire
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Directions: The questions below ask about behaviors you have seen or done in the past 30
days. Please indicate your response to each of the questions below by marking the boxes
with an “X”.
Have you done any of the following in the
past 30 days? Put an X for how often.

Never 1-2
times

1. I have called another student bad names
2. I have made fun of another student
3. I have purposely left out another student
4. I have pushed, punched, or slapped
another student
5. I have told lies about another student
6. I have tried to make people dislike
another student
7. I have stolen things from another student
8. I have thrown things at another student
9. I have said bad things about another
student
10. I have talked about someone behind
their back
Have any of the following happened to
Never 1-2
you in the past 30 days? Put an X for how
times
often.
11. I have been called mean names
12. I have been made fun of
13. I have been purposely left out of
something
14. I have been ignored
15. I have been pushed around, punched, or
slapped
16. I have been pushed or shoved
17. People have told lies about me
18. People have tried to make others dislike
me
19. I have been threatened by others
20. I have had things taken from me
Have you done any of the following in the Never 1-2
past 30 days? Put an X for how often.
times
21. I tried to be friends with someone after
they were picked on
22. I encouraged someone to tell an adult
after they were picked on

3-4
5-6
7 or
times times more
times

3-4
5-6
7 or
times times more
times

3-4
5-6
7 or
times times more
times
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23. I defended someone who was being
pushed, punched, or slapped
24. I defended someone who had things
purposely taken from them
25. I defended someone who was being
called mean names
26. I tried to include someone if they were
being purposely left out
27. I helped someone who had their books
knocked out of their hands on purpose
28. I helped someone who was purposely
tripped
29. When I saw someone being physically
harmed, I told an adult
30. I defended someone who I thought was
being tricked on purpose
Have you done any of the following in the
past 30 days? Put an X for how often.
31. I pretended not to notice when things
were taken or stolen from another student
32. I pretended not to notice when rumors
were being spread about other student
33. I ignored it when I saw someone making
fun of another student
34. I pretended not to notice a situation that
purposely left someone out
35. I ignored it when I saw someone
breaking or damaging another student’s
things
36. I pretended not to notice when someone
else tripped another student on purpose
37. I ignored it when someone else pinched
or poked another student
38. I ignored it when someone else threw
something at another student
39. I ignored it when someone else tricked
another student
40. I pretended not to notice when someone
was destroying another student’s property

Never 1-2
times

3-4
5-6
7 or
times times more
times

